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    Prologue


    Benji


    


    The only thing I can think is: What if I never see her again?


    What if I never get to look into her warm green eyes and see how much she cares for me? Never run my fingers through her silky hair or feel it draped across my chest. Never kiss her mouth and relish her lingering taste on my lips.


    I cup her face in my hands, trying to memorize exactly how her skin feels against mine. I close my eyes, locking it all away as I lean in and press my lips one last time to her forehead. I inhale deeply not knowing how long it’ll be until I can breathe her scent again. I wish I could hold it in my lungs forever. But I can’t. I pull back, turning away quickly. I can’t look at the expression on her face because I know it’ll mirror mine. I can’t…I can’t see her as destroyed as I am.


    “Benji, wait,” she calls. My feet immediately obey, halting abruptly.


    I turn back in time to catch her as she throws herself into my arms, her legs wrapping securely around my waist. Our bodies fit together like they were made for one another.


    “I love you Benjamin Borelli,” she murmurs. “And I always will. Even when my heart no longer beats, it will still be filled with love for you.”


    I believe every single word she says because I feel the same about her. What we have is once in a lifetime. It’ll never fade. Never die. It’s forever. And I know I have to keep my promise. I will come back and hold her in my arms again.


    She traces the symbol for infinity over my heart. “Yours for eternity,” she adds, before sliding down the length of my body. As I watch her retreating form, I place my palm over my chest and repeat her words.


    “Yours for eternity.”

  


  


  


  
    1


    Briar


    


    On my eighth birthday, Benjamin Borelli went missing for nearly two hours. And though it had only been two hours, the wait for him to come home was excruciating.


    His mother hadn’t realized he was gone until I sent my dad for him. I refused to blow out the candles on my cake without him. Who knows how long it would’ve taken her otherwise? I remember the look on Dad’s face when he came back empty handed.


    The candles had melted all over the icing and were winking out, one at a time. Daddy couldn’t seem to look at me. He pulled Mommy to the side of the room and whispered in her ear. Her hand went to her mouth and her eyes met mine. It was the first time I had seen my mom scared, which scared me.


    “Where’s Benji?” I asked as I hopped down from the table.


    Daddy looked at Mommy with a tortured expression. It made my heart beat fast and my palms go sweaty.


    “We don’t know, Briar. His mommy is looking for him,” Mom said. Her voice was quiet and she talked slower than usual. “You don’t know where he might have gone, do you?”


    “Is he in the tree house?”


    Daddy shook his head. “No, honey, I already looked.”


    I peered out the window at the small house next door and squinted up to Benji’s bedroom, directly across from mine. I noticed a piece of paper attached to the clothesline we used to send each other secret messages. The wind was threatening to rip it from the clothespin before I had a chance to read it. I ran upstairs as fast as my legs could carry me. Throwing the window open, I worked hand over hand, yanking the pulley system Benji had installed. Once the paper was close enough, I snatched it from the clip and dropped down below the window to read it.


    His writing was small and precise. I might be late, but don’t worry, I won’t miss your birthday. –B. I folded the paper in my hand and held it to my chest. He was fine. Maybe he went to the store to get me a present. That must be what he was up to.


    I stopped outside of the dining room when I heard hushed voices. “I don’t know what she’ll do if something happened to him,” Mommy whispered.


    They were quiet for a long time. I counted my heartbeats. When I reached ten, I was about to go in. Then Mom added, “He’s her best friend, Corbin.”


    “I know,” he rasped.


    Mommy sighed and began crying softly. “It’ll be all right, Pine. I’m sure he’s fine.”


    I leaned against the wall separating me from my mom and listened to her cry. I wanted to tell her it really was all right. That Benji was probably at the store, but my stomach hurt and my face felt hot. What if I was wrong? What if Benji wasn’t okay?


    I peeked around the corner and Daddy smiled weakly at me. “Hey kid. Come here.” He opened his arms and I ran to him. He put me on his lap and I buried my face in his chest. His cologne was strong there, but comforting, familiar. I decided I wouldn’t move until Benji came home. It was my penance, suffocating in Old Spice. I twisted my fingers into Daddy’s dark hair, a soothing habit, and chewed on the collar of my dress.


    Mommy moved from the living room to the kitchen, back and forth with nervous energy, cleaning and straightening. It’s what she has always done when she’s upset. I guess she figured if she’s going to pace, she might as well make it useful.


    I sat perfectly still inside the warmth of Daddy’s embrace, my eyes following her every movement. His big hands slid over my hair soothingly as he reassured me in a hushed voice. “Everything will be all right.”


    And that has always been the difference between Mom and Dad. She’s a doer, perpetually in motion. He’s a soother, calm and patient. These are both perfectly fine traits. It’s just, sometimes, one works better for me than the other.


    As the sun set and the crickets began their nightly song, a lump rose in my throat. Benji had left on foot, at least Daddy assumed so since the bikes were still in the garage. But even so, he should have been back by now. He had been gone for hours. The clock ticked ominously, as if each second that went by pulled Benji farther and farther away from me. I just wanted to know where he was and that he was safe.


    “Briar, let’s go get you in a bath,” Mommy said. I shook my head and pressed my face into Daddy, trying to make myself invisible. How could she think about things like baths and cleaning when my heart was hurting? “Honey, it’s late. We need to get you ready for bed.” I clung to Daddy as tightly as I could. I didn’t want to sleep. I just wanted Benji back.


    A light tap sounded on the screen door and we looked up to see Benji’s dirty face pressed against the partition, a box tucked under his arm. I felt Daddy’s body relax. Mommy gasped. I slid off Daddy’s lap, and opened the door. With a dimpled smile, Benji offered me the box wrapped in old yellowed newspaper. I took it from his hand, swung my arm back, and let it fly, punching Benji in the eye. The present fell to the rug at our feet.


    “Briar!” Mommy yelled in shock. Daddy grabbed my arm as I lifted it to strike Benji again. But Benji, he just rubbed his eye with filthy fingers, leaving brown streaks across his cheekbone. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t flinch or recoil from my anger. He did nothing but stare at me with wide eyes.


    “Why did you do that?” Daddy asked me, his voice rough.


    “He scared me,” I screamed. Tears filled my eyes as I looked at my best friend. His feet were bare and caked in dirt, his toes scraped and lightly bleeding. “Don’t you ever do that to me again, Benjamin Borelli! Or I’ll…I’ll…” I thrust myself forward out of my father’s arms and into Benji’s, pulling him into a hug so quickly, so tightly, I felt the air rush out of his lungs. He immediately hugged me back just as tightly, his sweaty head resting against my cheek.


    “Benji, you need to go home, honey,” Mommy said to him, her voice gentle. “Your momma’s been looking for you. Nobody knew you were leaving.”


    Daddy pulled me away from Benji like prying tangled plastic wrap apart. “Next time, tell somebody where you’re going,” he chided.


    Benji nodded with glossy eyes. “I tried to wake her up, but she wouldn’t, and Grandpa had to work at the store today. I didn’t know what else to do. I’m sorry.” He looked at me as one tear fell and slid down his cheek, streaking a clean path through the dirt. “I’m sorry,” he said again, picking up the gift from where it had fallen. He handed it back to me, determined for me to accept it.


    “Let me get you some cake to take home,” Mommy said, her voice sounding as if she were choking on her words.


    “We’ll have Briar run it over in a bit. You go on now, Benji,” Daddy instructed. “Let your mom know you’re all right.”


    Benji turned to leave and I took his hand. “Thank you for being okay,” I whispered. He squeezed my fingers, the warm pressure of his skin comforting.


    I went from room to room, watching him through the windows until he disappeared inside his house, safe and sound. And then I opened his present. It was a plastic Sleeping Beauty doll—my namesake—to add to my collection. It must have cost him all of his chore money.


    Two things occurred to me that day. There were scarier things than the monsters I feared lived in my closet. When you love someone, they can hurt and terrify you more than anything else in the world. And secondly, I loved Benjamin Borelli with all my heart.


    I stare at the candles, trying to push that day from my mind. It’s so long ago now. I’m a different person and Benji has been gone for over three years. I scratch my palm. I can always feel the scar there when I think of him. It feels like spiders crawling beneath my skin and I shiver.


    I close my eyes, and even though I tell myself not to, I wish for the chance to see Benji again. Just like I’ve done for the past two birthdays. I blow twenty flames away with the wish.


    “What’d you wish for?” my best friend, Kameron, asks. Her smile assures me she already knows. I turn my head and look at my boyfriend of two years, Flynn. Tall and strong, his dark hair and skin making his bright blue eyes stand out in contrast. I look at my hand, so small inside his.


    “If I tell you,” I say, “it won’t come true.”


    “Not necessarily. If you don’t let people know what you want, how can they grant your wishes?” Flynn questions with a grin.


    I shake my head and pull my hand from his. “I don’t need anybody to make my dreams come true. I can do that on my own.” Flynn’s grin falters. He looks at Kameron who clicks her tongue, popping a small bubble loudly. She shrugs and slides her finger across the frosting. Instead of licking it, she smears it down my nose. I laugh and grab a handful of cake, smashing it across her face.


    “Stop,” Mom cries. “I worked hard on this cake, Briar. You’re supposed to eat it, not wear it.” She smooths her strawberry hair and it bounces around her chin. She tries to look stern, but the smile tugging at the corners of her mouth ruins the effect.


    Dad laughs at us as Kameron uses her finger to push the cake from her cheek to her mouth. “It’s good, Pine,” she mumbles. Flynn licks my nose, nuzzling his cheek against mine, and Kameron groans. “Get a room you two. You’re so gross.”


    “Hey, don’t talk like that,” Dad says. “You’ll turn me gray.” I roll my eyes because my dad is one of those men who only get better looking with age, and miraculously, there isn’t even a hint of silver in his thick dark hair.


    “I’ll cut what’s left of the cake while you open your presents,” Mom suggests.


    I don’t need to be told twice. Birthdays are my favorite. Actually, presents are my favorite. The first package is from Kameron. I tear into it, ripping the pretty purple paper ferociously. It’s a multi-colored beaded bracelet and matching necklace. She stretches her arm out, light shimmering off her wrist as she shows me her own bracelet. “Now we’ll match.”


    “I love it. Thanks, Kam.” I lean across the table, hugging her. I inhale her apples and cinnamon scent she’s inherited from working in her mom’s candle store. She clips the necklace around my neck and whispers, “Gift two is in liquid form, hidden in my bag for later.”


    I slide the bracelet over my wrist and grin at her. I’m not much of a drinker and she knows this, but she never stops trying to corrupt me. I love her for her tenacity.


    “Open mine next,” Flynn says. He pushes a large, flat box—complete with pink bow—at me. I smile as I lift the lid. Inside is a yellow sundress. The one I had looked at for fifteen minutes straight last week. I’d been fighting a tiny war within myself. One side wanted to purchase the dress, the other, more reasonable side, thought my money was better saved for more necessary things, such as a new saddle for Kingston or paying for college.


    Maturity is a pain in the ass.


    “That’s the one, right?”


    I nod as I hug him, my chin bumping his muscular shoulder. “It’s the one.”


    Dad is smiling at me when I look over at him. “We didn’t wrap ours, it was too big.” He stands up and leaves the room. I don’t know if I’m supposed to follow him or not, so I just stay where I am and wait as patiently as I’m capable of. A moment later he yells for me to close my eyes. I do it immediately. I feel the air shift and know he’s in front of me. And then I smell it. The crisp scent of leather tickles my nose, mixed with the sweet aroma of oil and saddle soap. My eyes pop open and rest on a brand new, shiny brown saddle. I jump up from my chair and hug Mom first because she isn’t holding anything. Then I smack a kiss on the vicinity of Dad’s cheek and take the saddle from him, my feet bouncing me up and down.


    “You are the best parents.” I run out the door not minding the weight of the saddle or how the straps lash at my legs as I sprint to the barn. Kingston whinnies when he sees me. Maybe he’s as excited about his new accessory as I am. I arrange the saddle on his back quickly.


    “Look how beautiful you are, King,” I coo. “You’re the most handsome horse that ever lived.”


    Flynn stands at the door and watches me, his arms crossed over his broad chest. “Are you going for a ride?”


    I shrug. “I want to try out my gift. You don’t mind, do you?”


    He shakes his head. “I’ll be fine if you give me a kiss before you abandon me.” His lips spread into a devilish grin. I know it’s not right, but this is what I like about him. He’s gorgeous. Our relationship is strongly based—though not entirely—on this attraction, but he’s never seemed to mind.


    “When you get back, I’ll let you have your other present.” The seductive tone to his voice causes an ache between my legs.


    “Another present?” I tease. “What is it?”


    “Get over here and I’ll give you a hint,” he murmurs.


    He hooks his finger at me. A shiver runs over my spine. I love the way his muscles twitch in his hand. Oh, so much.


    I move silently over to him and lean in until he wraps his arms around my waist. He shifts us around the corner so we can’t be seen, and then he kisses me languidly. His mouth is warm, sweet from the cake. His tongue is soft as it touches mine. Flynn’s strong hands roam over my arms, kneading and caressing at the same time. He slips down to my hips, fingertips pulsing against my skin. He pushes me tight against the wall and moves his lips over my chin, sweeping them along my neck in a heated trail. Goosebumps raise the hairs on my arms and I sigh. He laughs against my shoulder making a muffled, husky sound.


    “I love that,” he whispers as he strokes my bare flesh and brings his mouth to mine again. His hands skim my sides, down to my waist. When they move again, I put my hands on his chest. As good as he feels, and as much as I want gift two, I really want to take King out for a little while.


    Flynn groans. “Look what you do to me.” He slides my hand down his chest, curving my fingers to cup the hardened bulge in his pants.


    “You do it to yourself,” I correct, my tone low and breathy. “You’re the one that wanted a kiss.” I hesitate for just a moment, struggling with my decision before I finally release his hard on and move around him. His eyes are bright with desire and his breathing is heavy. My cheeks feel hot as I pull myself up onto Kingston’s back. I want to stay. I want to run. Times like this, after I’ve been thinking about Benji, I need to distance myself from Flynn. Even if just for a moment. Birthdays are always difficult, but I know if Flynn is patient with me, everything will be back to normal in a few days.


    My horse is as itchy to run as I am, and he lets me know, stomping impatiently.


    Flynn stands in front of my horse, petting his mane. He looks up at me and I see his cheeks are red as well. “I was hoping that would make you stay,” he says. “Sometimes it feels like…” He shakes his head, averting his eyes, and rubs King’s nose.


    “Feels like what?” Suddenly I’m getting pissed and I’m not sure exactly why, but my defenses are up and on high alert.


    “Do you love me? Like I love you, I mean.” Flynn focuses his attention on Kingston as if he can’t stomach to look at me right now.


    I can tell there’s something else he wants to say. And I think I know what it is. Just like always, my mind flips to Benji. I see the memory of him as if he’s here right now. I see his golden brown eyes as he leaned in toward me. I feel the jump in my stomach as I realized he was actually about to kiss me. I recall the way his eyes closed and his dark lashes curled at the ends, casting shadows on his lightly freckled cheeks. I feel his lips on mine like it’s happening right here, right now, at this very moment. I feel of his hands. His body pressed to mine.


    I blink rapidly, pulling myself from the past. These memories of Benji are burning a whole into my heart. How long can a person go on missing someone so strongly before the ache consumes them?


    I focus on Flynn, trying to remember his question. Love, that’s what it was about. And I do love Flynn. He’s been my constant for a long time. There’s definitely a physical chemistry between us. But am I in love with him? I don’t know. Is he the only one I love? No, he’s not. I push these thoughts from my head, too, for no other reason than they’re too painful to contemplate.


    “Of course I love you. You’re my boyfriend.”


    “And I’m your boyfriend because I’m the one who’s here,” he murmurs. I can hear the bitterness in his voice. I want to be angry, but I can’t. Because he’s right. If Benji hadn’t been dragged off by his mom three years ago, I’d be with him, and Flynn would still just be a friend. He’s been so patient with me. We’ve been together for two years, and I’m all right with the physical aspect of our relationship—more than all right, but I have always had a hard time letting him get too close to me emotionally. Sometimes I want to, but something inside of me pulls away from him. Every. Single. Time.


    He’s not Benji. And he never will be.


    “I love you, Flynn. I do. I’m trying to be better. I will be better. I just need time.”


    “I gave you time.” He closes his eyes tightly, his face etched with agony. It makes my hands tremble and my chest ache. He shakes his head. “It’s your birthday. Go take your ride.” He opens his eyes, but still doesn’t allow them to meet mine.


    Part of me knows I don’t deserve him. “I’m sorry,” I say softly. And I am. I feel bad for causing him pain, but I can’t feel bad for loving someone else. I hate that I’ve carried it all this time and Flynn’s the one who suffers, but I’m not sorry for how I feel about Benji.


    I click my tongue and my horse shuffles his legs. Flynn moves out of the way and I walk Kingston out of the barn. When I’m past the house, I drop low and push him into a run. The wind feels good against my heated skin. The stars are shining dots of silver in the sky. The moon’s hiding behind a thick patch of clouds, casting dark shadows. I don’t get the chance to ride at night often, but I love it. I stay out for a good half hour, exercising King. I run him through the pasture, past the school, and over the hill toward town.


    I can see the lights from businesses up ahead, so I turn around at the last second and head home. When I get back, Flynn is gone. Kameron’s still at the house helping Mom with the clean up. I watch them through the window as I brush my fingers through my colt’s fine mane. He nibbles at my hair and I turn my face to him. He pulls his lips back in his own version of a smile and I put my head to his. “I wish I were a horse.”


    


    ~*~


    


    “Try it on,” Kameron says on a sigh as I hold the dress in front of the mirror for the fifth time since we’ve retreated to my room. She’s drunk already, her speech slurred, her eyes hooded. I drop the dress on the bed and pull my shirt over my head.


    “Your skeleton is showing, Briar. You’re so skinny I can see your ribs.”


    I hurry to put the dress on, feeling self-conscious from her inebriated scrutiny. I know she isn’t trying to be hurtful, but when Kam drinks, her mental filter seems to disappear. “I can’t help it, you know?” I hiss at her.


    “Yes you can,” she snorts as she twists a curl around her finger distractedly. “It’s because you never eat. You’re always out there with…” She wiggles her fingers at the window, searching for the word. It’d be funny if it wasn’t so annoying. “Those horses,” she continues. “Or cropping the cornfields. And I know that isn’t easy work.”


    “I eat,” I say when she raises an eyebrow. “It’s just sometimes I don’t realize how long I’ve been in the barn. But it’s not like I’m starving.” I pinch the skin on my arm right in front of her face. There is plenty of meat on it. She pushes me away and stands up, looking over my shoulder at our reflections in the mirror. Hers curvy and sexy, mine failing in comparison.


    “You’re going to start losing your boobs,” she states seriously. She reaches around me and cups my chest, shaking my breasts in a way that would freak out anybody else. She’s been feeling me up for as long as we’ve been friends—I’m sadly used to this now.


    “Look at you and look at me. I’m a healthy weight. You’re getting close to making a trip to Anorexia’s Anonymous.” She jabs her fingers into my sides and I squeal. I poke her right back. Kam is way more ticklish than me and I easily make her my bitch. She squirms and screams before falling to the floor in a giggling heap.


    Kameron grabs my hand and tugs me down to the carpet with her. She runs her fingers through my hair. “You’re beautiful, but I’m really starting to worry about you.” Her smile fades and her eyes tear with the sudden sadness only a drunk girl can produce.


    “I’m fine, I swear. I’ll eat more, I promise.” I hope she drops it. I don’t need yet another reason to feel inadequate.


    “Briar, is it because of him? Is that why you don’t eat?” Shiny eyes peer into mine with legitimate concern, forcing me to drop my head.


    “Kam, you are seriously making such a big deal out of this when there’s nothing there. I get too busy sometimes taking care of the horses or working in the field, and I forget a meal. I’ll work on it.”


    “What I mean is, is that all this is? You aren’t like, depressed?” She says the last word like a dirty little secret, her voice dropping and eyes widening.


    I sigh. “I am, but I don’t know how not to miss him. I thought it would get easier. But it just…doesn’t.” Neither of us needs to say Benji’s name. We both know who we’re talking about. He’s the only one who has this effect on me. I shake my head. “But I’m not so sad I can’t eat. I love you for worrying about me, but you need to quit. I’ve always been skinny. It’s just the way my body is. And when you make a big deal out of it, it makes me feel like shit.”


    She nods. “Okay. I’m sorry. But if you lose any more weight, I will bring it up again. To your parents if I have to.”


    I understand the threat. Even though I’m an adult, I still live under their roof. I love my parents and have an unusually good relationship with them, but that doesn’t mean I want them up my ass over this. I nod and shove her sideways. “Flynn likes my skinny ass, you know?”


    “That’s because the boy is stupidly crazy about you.” She huffs out a long breath and shakes her head sadly. “I am forever alone and you just go through the boys like underwear.”


    “Whatever. He’s my first real boyfriend and you get asked out all the time.”


    Kam raises that brow again. “I get asked out by losers who want to take me to the back of their trucks for some sexy time. And Flynn may be your first official boyfriend because you and Benji never named it, but everyone knew you belonged to him.”


    Belonged? Somehow, the word seems wrong. No, the word is right. It’s the past tense that isn’t accurate. I always have and always will belong to Benjamin Borelli.

  


  


  


  
    2


    Benji


    


    My mom’s dead.


    She’s dead.


    The doctor said it was a drug overdose, but I’m pretty God damn sure she was murdered.


    It’s fucking real. She’s gone. Taken away. And I don’t know how the hell I feel about it. I don’t know how I feel about anything.


    I slam my fist into the wall of my shitty bedroom. I probably shouldn’t call it that. There’s no bed. Nothing that makes it mine. Just a mattress on the floor in the corner. A box flipped upside down to act as a makeshift nightstand. The little amount of clothes I own are piled in a heap in the opposite corner.


    This is my life.


    And then I laugh.


    No. This isn’t my life. Not anymore. Mom’s gone. I don’t have to be here anymore. I’m finally free.


    Finally fucking free.


    But that’s an even bigger joke. I’ll never be free. I followed in her footsteps and lost who I really am 180 miles away where I left my heart. I may be free of my mom, but I’m trapped in this shadow. This monster’s grip. This addiction.


    I’m a tourist in my own life.


    A prisoner to Delphi.


    I never should have gone to work for him. I should have found another way, but it seemed so simple at the time. And tempting. The drugs, the money. It was all right there at my fingertips.


    This was back before I understood what a sadistic bastard Delphi really is. Now it’s too late. It’s too late for my mom, too late for me. He’ll kill off every single person I care about just to prove he can. I took what was his and he’ll never forgive that. Not when it can destroy everything he’s built. The twisted prick enjoys hurting people who cross him.


    I once watched Delphi stab a woman in the hand for reaching over his plate. It was her first offense and he didn’t hesitate. He brought his steak knife down into her flesh, pinning her hand to his dinner as if it were an everyday occurrence. After the second time she pissed him off, I never saw her again. I heard stories of her demise and I guess my mom got off easy in comparison. At least she went out doing something she loved.


    I know I can’t let him get away with this. Delphi needs to pay for what he did. And I need to prevent him from doing it ever again. So I sit here, alone, forming a plan that will either end me or Delphi. Or the both of us.


    I watch the drywall dust float through the stream of light. And then my body follows it to the floor. My head thumps the wooden doorframe as I bury my hands in my hair, tugging roughly.


    I miss her.


    Not my mom.


    Her.


    I haven’t spoken her name since the day I left. And I swore I wouldn’t speak it until I saw her again.


    There are some people who come into your life and touch you—your heart, your whole existence. They make it better just by being there. Just by breathing their same air. And if you’re really lucky, you become a better person, too.


    That’s her.


    My best friend. My first love.


    Hell, my only love.


    I’ve never known anyone like her. No matter how many places I’ve been, how many people I’ve met, how many faces I’ve seen, nobody compares. Nobody else has ever even come close.


    When I think of that little farmhouse and the memories I made there, it’s not the house that makes me homesick. It’s her. Always her.


    It’s her birthday.


    It’s my mom’s death day.


    And I’m alone.

  


  


  


  
    3


    Briar


    


    I wake up tangled in my blanket. My hair is stuck to my face, smothering me. The room is way too warm and I’m sweating like I just ran a marathon, which is laughable since I do not run. I squirm out of bed groggily, and go to the kitchen to get a drink of water, hoping to sooth my dry throat. As I turn the faucet on, a light illuminates the window next door. In Benji’s house. It’s not his house anymore, and I guess it never really was, but that’s how I’ve always thought of it.


    I can see Mr. Borelli, Benji’s grandpa. He’s pacing the kitchen floor, a worried scowl furrowing his brow. His granddaughter—and Benji’s sister—sits at the table, her head in her hands. She looks like she’s crying. My throat tightens, adding to the dryness, and I feel like I’m choking. Fear makes my hands shake and I lose my grip on the glass. It falls into the sink, shattering. Mr. Borelli stops stalking his floor and glances out his window. His eyes land on me, holding my gaze for only a moment before his pacing resumes once again.


    “What happened?” Dad asks, his voice raspy from sleep, making it several octaves lower and scaring the hell out of me. He rubs his eyes as he scuffles over to stand next to me, his robe string trailing behind.


    “Sorry. I dropped a glass.”


    “Briar, your hand.” Dad’s more alert now, flipping the light above the sink on and pulling a small shard of glass from my palm. He moves my hand under the still running water to rinse the blood away, examining it closely and verifying there’s no more glass.


    “Something’s happening.” I nod my head at the window. “Do you think…?” I can’t finish the sentence—I don’t even want to finish the thought. The words are choked off by the dread smothering me. If something happened to Benji…


    Dad stares at Mr. Borelli’s house for several heartbeats before turning his attention to me. His brow crinkles. “No. I’m sure he’s fine, honey.” I look back to Benji’s sister, Payton. She’s still crying. Dad turns off the water and wraps my hand in a towel. “You need to put a Band-Aid on this before you go back to bed.”


    In my room, I superstitiously peek out my window, first at Benji’s old room, which is dark. Then my eyes flick to our clothesline. I hadn’t really expected there to be a note from him, but as my heart aches, I realize I had let myself, just for a second, hope.


    And hope can be dangerous.


    I close the curtains and climb into bed, pulling the blankets tightly around me despite the heat.


    Sleep refuses to comfort me. Instead, my brain decides to relive the painful moments from my past. Though I try to push the memory away, it replays in my head on a loop. I recall the way I was waiting for Benji, sitting on the porch swing and using the tip of my shoe to push myself back and forth.


    The wind was blowing gently across my face and it smelled like sun, and hose water, mixed with the scent of freshly cut grass. The fragrance of summer. Benji came around the side of the house and as soon as I saw the look on his face, I knew something was wrong. The sunshine hit the highlights in his light brown hair, turning it nearly red. His eyes glowed more gold than brown as they too caught the light. The couple of freckles stood out on his nose in contrast to the unnatural paleness of his skin.


    “What’s wrong?” My voice was so quiet, I barely heard myself. I stood up and Benji froze. My body went frigid in response.


    “I’m leaving,” he said quickly, a confession bursting from his lips.


    “Oh, all right,” I stammered in confusion.


    Benji bounded up the stairs, stopping right in front of me. His hand twitched and I realized he was trying not to touch me. But I wanted him to touch me. I took a step closer to him, only our shoes making contact, but I could feel the heat from his skin. His breath fanned my hair as he panted—not winded, but in anticipation of whatever he needed to say. I looked up at him and hesitantly reached out to brush my fingers over his face—a calming gesture—half expecting him to pull away from me. When he didn’t, I let my palm cup his cheek, slide along his neck, and trail down his arm before finally finding his hand. I held tight.


    “What’s going on?”


    His Adam’s apple bounced in his throat as he swallowed. “My grandpa kicked Mom out. I’m leaving. Mom wants to move to California,” he whispered. “She wants to get as far away as possible.”


    I wanted to push him, to tell him to stop playing such a shitty joke, but the look in his eyes assured me of how serious he was. And all I could think was…This can’t be happening.


    I dropped his hand. “Don’t go.” I shook my head in desperation. “Don’t go.” I said again. “You can stay with me. My parents love you. They’ll let you stay, I know it.” Benji had lived next door to me my entire life. What was I supposed to do without him?


    “Briar.” His voice was sharp with bitterness. His face twisted with so much emotion. “I want to, so badly. I swear. But I can’t. Payton’s staying with Grandpa, finishing her last year of college here. There will be nobody for Jaxon. I have to go. He can’t take care of himself, he’s only a kid.”


    “He’s sixteen,” I snapped. “He can stay here too.”


    He turned away, rubbing his hands over his face. “Then she’ll be alone. Who will take care of her?”


    “She’s an adult. She can take care of her damn self,” I stated adamantly, but I knew it wasn’t true. Shelby had never taken care of herself. Not a day in her life. She never had to. There had always been someone there for her.


    “I’m so sorry, Briar. Jax wants to go with her. He won’t stay and I can’t stay without him.”


    “You’re choosing to leave me.” Even as I said the words, I knew how horrible it sounded. Of course he was choosing them over me. They were his family, even if they weren’t all ideal.


    “I don’t want to,” he said, turning back to face me. “But that’s selfish. I have to be there for them. If I don’t go, and something happens…” He shook his head like he could shake away the thought. “I want to stay. I just can’t.”


    “It doesn’t matter what you want. It doesn’t change the fact that you’re still leaving.” Tears burned in my eyes. I knew if I let them fall he would feel horrible. Maybe even change his mind. I didn’t cry often and my tears had always been Benji’s Kryptonite. But when I saw his eyes fill with his own tears, I couldn’t do it. I spun on my heels and ran into the house, slamming the door behind me. When I was in the safety of my room, a sound ripped from my throat—raw and wild—and the tears fell with fury.


    That was the day I lost a piece of myself. The day I lost him.


    I blink my eyes, remembering where I am. When I am. My face is wet. I reach up and wipe my cheek. I don’t know why I’m crying. It’s a distant memory now. I whisper his name into the darkness of my room just so I can hear it.


    


    ~*~


    


    Two days later, as talk of Shelby Borelli’s death spreads like wild fire through our small town, I feel nothing but sadness. Old Mrs. Barnes, who owns Barnes’ Fabrics, rants to Mom about “What an awful mother Shelby had been to those poor children,” and “Shelby’s own father is rumored as refusing to attend the memorial,” and “Shelby’s daughter never had much respect for her mother.” But I can’t think of an unkind thing to say about the woman.Not anymore anyway. After all, Shelby Borelli conceived, carried, and gave birth to Benjamin Borelli. Someone capable of blessing the world with his presence could not be all that bad and should surely be missed. The horrible grief I’m feeling for Benji is sitting in my chest like a lead weight.


    I wish I could hug him and tell him how sorry I am. I wish I could just see him, know he’s okay. I wish… I wish too much.


    I turn away from Mrs. Barnes as she spews her venomous gossip all over Mom. Staring out the window, I see Kameron coming out of Borelli’s Grocery. I call to Mom and duck out the door. The sun is bright and I shield my eyes with one hand while I wave the other at Kam.


    She notices immediately and makes a mad dash across the street right for me, her chestnut curls bobbing up and down. She’s panting, her cheeks pink and her gray eyes bright with excitement. “You will never, ever believe what I just found out,” she says breathlessly.


    “Not more gossip. Kam you’re seriously going to end up like Mrs. Barnes. Do you know she just ‘adopted’ another cat? Her yard is turning into one giant litter box. Is that what you want your future to look like?” I thrust my thumb over my shoulder, pointing toward the store where my mom nods her head repeatedly while Mrs. Barnes’ arms wave erratically.


    With nothing short of pure horror evident on her face, Kameron’s mouth drops open and she swats her hands at me. “Look, Briar, this is some deep down juicy bit of info I came across and I thought you, in particular, would find it quite interesting. But, alas, I will zip my lips and not burden you with the recent developments regarding one Mr. Benjamin Borelli.” She swipes her hands across each other, dusting them clean, and pretends to zip and lock her lips before throwing an invisible key over her shoulder.


    My mouth drops open with a pop. I can feel my eyes grow wide as I stare at her. My stomach churns at the mere utterance of his name. With the speed of a snake striking its prey, my hand shoots out, clutching Kameron’s arm.


    “Close your mouth before you catch a bug,” she says smugly.


    “I didn’t mean it, Kam. I’m sorry. Spill your guts.”


    She scrutinizes me with dangerous eyes. “I don’t know if I should. You really hurt my feelings, Briar.”


    “Oh, shut the hell up. You know I love you. Now don’t torture me. Not about this.”


    Kam flips her hair, sighing dramatically. “All right, but first, I think you need to remind yourself who your best friend is.”


    “You are,” I say immediately.


    “And even though we’ve watched other BFF’s break apart over the years, dropping the extra F, whose friendship has stayed closely intact?” She licks her lips and smiles wickedly.


    I can’t take it anymore. “Up until this moment, ours has,” I growl.


    Ignoring me, Kam continues. “Now tell me you love me again.”


    I roll my eyes. “I love you, bitch. Now spill before I hurt you.”


    “Well, my mom had me run to Borelli’s to get her a pair of pantyhose. Did you know they started selling those there? I didn’t know people even still wore those things. I can’t wear them—way too scratchy. Anyway, can I just tell you how annoying it is that she thinks I’m her slave and not her daughter?”


    “No, you’re going the wrong way. Come back to me, Kam. Benji, remember?” I wave my hands at her in frustration. She is so easily sidetracked, which normally I would find endearing, but right now just makes me want to bitch-slap her.


    “Right, sorry.” She shakes her head and smiles at me in apology. “So anyways, there I am, standing in line to pay for Mom’s pantyhose, which is taking forever because even though they added that other register like a month ago, they still only ever have one opened… Sorry, sorry,” she stammers when I shoot her a hostile look.


    “So I’m in the line and Blaine Depriest, being the über horn-dog that he is, asks Mr. Borelli where Payton is. And he told him that she would be back in a day or so, and I quote, ‘After she gets those brothers of hers.’” Kameron makes a show of blowing on her perfectly polished nails and rubbing them across her shirt.


    “Now, I’m not a scientist or anything, but the only brothers I know of are Benji and Jaxon. And I mean it makes sense, right? With their mom dying, they probably want to be with family. I have a very strong feeling that they’re moving back and this is not just a weekend visit at Grandpa’s house. This is big news,” she finishes breathlessly.


    My stomach disappeared somewhere in my feet about halfway through Kam’s little speech, and now I feel like I could throw up. My fingers tremble as I place them over my lips. “He’s coming back?”


    Kameron grins at me and nods her head. “He’s coming back.”


    “Oh, my holy shit… He’s coming back.” I feel like I can’t say it enough. Like somehow it isn’t real until I’ve said it a million times. I’m so happy, my cheeks hurt from smiling so much. I’ve waited for this day for so damn long. And then I remember. My hand flies back to my mouth. I’m suddenly so embarrassed. “Oh no. I told him I loved him before he left.” I shake my head and my eyes grow wide again. “I didn’t know if I would ever see him again, so I just said it. He must think I’m the biggest freaking idiot. We weren’t even together.” I shake my head again, over and over.


    Kameron stares at me with an incredulous look on her face. “You’re giving yourself way too much credit. I mean, what makes you think he remembers what you said the day his grandpa kicked his mom out of the only home he had ever known? And seriously, biggest idiot? I’m sure there are much bigger idiots than you. You’re developing quite the ego.”


    Despite my despair, I have to laugh. Kameron has a twisted sense of humor, but it makes me feel so much better. She puts her arm around my shoulder and squeezes me to her side.


    “Look, Bri, that boy felt the same damn way about you as you felt about him. The fact that you had the lady balls to tell him, well that just makes you a badass. I say the only thing you need to worry about is if his feelings have changed, because obviously yours haven’t.” She turns me so I’m facing her and clenches my arms. “But honestly, I don’t think you even need to be concerned about that either. If he somehow got over you during your time apart—just one look at you again—he’ll fall right back in love. Or lust, but both are pretty fucking great. You’ve really blossomed in the past three years.” She nods one quick bob of her head as if it’s settled.


    I scrunch my nose. “I’ve blossomed?”


    Kameron flicks my chest. “You got tits. Grew about three inches. And look at your hair.” She moves in a circle around me and brushes her hand down my crazy swirl of red locks ending midway down my back. “And you got a booty finally.” She swats my ass and I jump in surprise.


    “While Benji was away doing who knows what, who knows where, you grew up. He left behind a girl, but he’s coming back to a woman,” Kam sings cheerfully with a wink.


    Her words were meant to make me feel better, but now I’m just thinking about how he left a boy, but will be coming back a man. I shiver at the possibilities. What will he look like? What will he be like? I was expecting the same old Benji. Now I realize that isn’t who’s coming back. The nineteen-year-old boy I loved three years ago is gone. How will I feel about this new, older version of Benji? And more importantly, how will he feel about me?


    “Oh, and the other thing you might want to think about…” She trails off and bites her lip.


    “What?”


    “Not what—who. You do still have a boyfriend.”


    “I know,” I say on a sigh. That’s a pretty important detail.


    


    ~*~


    


    In a small town like ours, rumors travel faster than the mail. By the time Mom and I get back, Flynn is waiting for me on my front porch.


    I get one foot on the first step before he’s in front of me. He takes my hand and moves past me, going in the opposite direction. “Can we go for a walk?” He makes it sound like a question, but he’s guiding me away from the house before I have a chance to answer.


    “What’s up?” I ask, even though I’m pretty sure I already know.


    Flynn’s grip tightens on my hand, not enough to hurt, but enough that I feel uncomfortable. I don’t pull away and he doesn’t answer until we make it around the house, just outside the field of corn. The wispy green and golden stalks tower above me as I wait for him to talk.


    “Have you heard?” He drops my hand, but holds me with his bright blue gaze.


    I opt for playing dumb. “Heard about what?” I look up at the sky, squinting against the sun.


    “About Benji.” His voice is low and lethal.


    Still playing the dumbass, I say, “Yeah. That’s horrible about Shelby.”


    Flynn isn’t fooled and makes sure I’m aware of it with a not-so-subtle growl of frustration. I guess I need to work on my acting skills. He reaches for me again, pulling me to him until I’m forced to look him in the face. “I meant about him coming home.”


    Home. I like the sound of that so much. “Kameron said she thought that might happen,” I say, and I can’t do it. I cannot keep looking at him with Benji on my mind. I turn and stare up at the old tree house Dad built for Benji and me when I was seven. Has it really been thirteen years? The thought startles me. What have I been doing all this time? Where did all that time go?


    “Briar?”


    Flynn’s voice pulls me back. I turn and look at him, watching him sink to the ground as if his legs just can’t seem to hold his weight any longer. He gazes up at me and I see it now, the fear in his eyes. I could erase it. I could kneel down in front of him. I could kiss his lips and reassure him that he’s the only one I love. I could do it.


    But I don’t.


    Instead, I look up to the tree house again. “When I was seven, I found this big piece of wood in the barn,” I say, my voice raw. “I knocked it over because it was too heavy for me to move. I remember I took the blankets off my bed and set them up across one side of the pallet. That was the bedroom. I pulled this rocking chair my grandpa had made me all the way out to the barn and added it to the other side. That was the living room.” I look down at the ground, pluck a strand of grass, and wrap it around my finger. “Benji came over and we started playing house on this piece of wood, careful not to step off of it. Dad found us and asked what we were doing. I explained that I made a tree house.” I laugh quietly.


    “Briar?”


    I keep going, ignoring the strain in his voice and the way the skin has gone tight around his eyes. “Dad laughed at me because the wood had no walls or ceiling and it wasn’t in a tree. Benji got so mad at him. He told Dad four walls and a ceiling didn’t make a house a home, it was the people who shared the space.” I rip the strand of grass in half and drop it back to the ground.


    “I will never forget the way my dad looked at Benji. Never. Because I know it must have been the same way I was looking at him. Dad went into town and came back with all this stuff to build the tree house.” I point up at it now and smile.


    “We worked all the rest of the day. First thing the next morning, we came back out and kept working until it was finished. Mom even made curtains.” I look at Flynn now. “When we were done, Dad looked at Benji and told him it was the work that made it a house, the people that made it a home, and the love that made it ours.”


    I stop talking now. We stare at each other in silence for several seconds, both afraid to speak. Seconds may not seem like very long, but it feels like a lifetime. “Where are you, Briar?”


    “I’m right here,” I say quietly.


    Flynn shakes his head slowly. “No, you’re not. You’re standing right in front of me, but you’re not here. Not with me.”


    I lick my lips. They feel dry suddenly. My throat is raw. Everything aches. “I’m here.” But the truth is…I’ve never been here with Flynn. I’ve gone through the motions, trying to find some semblance of happiness. Move on. Make some kind of life for myself. I know it hasn’t all been bad, but part of me has always been with Benji, waiting for him to come back to me.


    Flynn stands up, puts his hands on my hips. “Where does this leave us?”


    He knows. God, he knows how much I was in love with Benji. Even at seventeen, I was so in love. He wants to know where our relationship will be when Benji gets back. Will I drop him so I can be with Benji, or will I stay with him regardless? He wants to know if I still love Benji.


    “I love you Flynn.” He smiles at me, so much tension brushed aside with a few words.


    “I love you too.” He pulls me snugly to his body and brushes his lips against mine.


    My body likes it here, warm and secure in his embrace, but I pull away. I have to. “But I still love him, too. I always have. I’ve never stopped.”


    Flynn is so still, like he’s made of stone. Like my words turned him into stone. “So that’s it? I just have to let you love us both? Always live in fear, wondering if you’ll leave me for him?”


    I drop my head. I don’t want to hurt him. He’s been so good to me. But I can’t lie to him about this. Not about something this big. This important. I wish I could change it, but my heart has always been Benji’s. Always. “You don’t have to live any way you don’t want to,” I whisper.


    He laughs, a harsh, bitter laugh that leaves his lips like a gasp. “You coward. You don’t want to have to decide? You want me to make the decision for you? Fine. I choose us. Me and you.” I flinch as he gestures to the tree house. “To work on our own walls. To make our own home. To have our own love. No more shadows of the past following us around.”


    My chest tightens in panic. He’s saying no more Benji. Now my legs can’t hold me and I sink to the ground. I feel like I can’t breathe. I put my hand over my heart. It hurts. It actually physically hurts. Flynn just stares at me, his eyes full of confusion. He squats in front of me and puts his hand on my cheek. “Don’t worry, Briar. I won’t force you to be with me. I don’t want you that way. I want you to want me.” He drops his hand. “I want you to look at me like you looked at him. That’s all I ever wanted.”


    He stands up and takes a step away before turning back to face me. “I hope he comes back and hurts you like you hurt me. I hope he doesn’t even remember your name.” Flynn turns slowly, as if he’s unsure of himself, but he walks away from me all the same. And I do nothing to stop him.

  


  


  


  
    4


    Benji


    


    Having lived most of my life in a small Ohio farm-town just outside of Amish Country, there was a lot I didn’t know about. Things I had no idea even existed until we left the safety and shelter of my grandpa’s house. And my mom always brought home all kinds. One thing I can say with absolute certainty is she didn’t discriminate against anybody. Once we left, it got a hell of a lot worse. The kind of people we were forced to be around were shady at best.


    A few months out of Ohio and I realized how naïve my mom was. How naïve I was. In the three years since we’ve been gone, I’ve seen things I’ll never be able to forget. Met people who are scorched into my memory like a brand on the brain. I’ll see them every time I close my eyes for the rest of my life. However long that might be.


    My brother bounces on the balls of his feet, his backpack housing all of his worldly possessions rattles in time. He’s nervous and excited about going back home. And if I had to guess, which I do since he doesn’t talk to me for shit anymore, I’d say he’s sad. Maybe it’s resignation. I can’t tell with him anymore.


    We used to be close. More than brothers. We were friends. But it hasn’t been that way for a while now. Not since the day nearly two years ago when I picked up my mom’s pill bag and sampled it like a heart-shaped box of chocolates. Mom had an array of pills. Uppers, downers. She liked them all. Really, Mom’s use was based on whatever her current boyfriend was into at the time. I found that I preferred the euphoric high of oxy and it quickly became my drug of choice. It was me. My decision. My fuck-up. It changed me. It changed Jax. And we’ve never been the same. I want my brother back. I want my life back. I know what I have to do in order to make that happen. I just don’t know if I’m strong enough.


    I ignore my brother and stare at the wad of gum on the sidewalk. Shit. It makes me think of Kam—the way she always had a gob of bright pink Bubble Yum in her mouth. I can almost smell the too sweet fragrance. It makes me think of her. Of course it does. They’re best friends. And now I’m thinking of Flynn. I close my eyes and try to reel in the surge of jealousy that courses through my veins like poison. That lucky bastard has everything I ever wanted but was too stupid to take. I hate him even though he’s my only connection to her. I can’t blame either of them. Him for loving her. Her for moving on. It’s exactly how it should be.


    Across the street a kid uses the curb as a balance beam. His mom’s too busy making a deal to notice as cars whiz past her son. I grunt in disgust as flashes of a similar childhood sit up and demand remembrance.


    Hell, Mom took us to score more than she took us to McDonald’s. No. McDonald’s was a special occasion. The occasion? Guilt. She wasn’t a bad person. Just a bad mom. When she sobered up long enough to remember she had kids, we got treated. She felt like shit for the way Payton and Grandpa had to take care of Jaxon and me. The way we shied away from her touch. She felt so remorseful she tried to make it better, if only for a day. And those days were always the best. A few hours inside a greasy fast food joint with Mom’s full attention was like visiting Heaven. Then the addiction would rear its ugly head and she’d be off on a bender for the next few days. Us kids never said shit, either, because we didn’t want to piss her off. Or worse, make her cry. What kid wants to make their mom cry?


    But it wasn’t all bad. We had Grandpa. And if the mood struck her right, my sister Payton would do more than cook a meal. She’d sing to us. Read us a book. Tuck us in at night.


    And then there was her. The girl next door. Literally. I spent half my life in her house pretending I was part of her family. Wishing I could stay there forever.


    My hands begin to shake and I sigh. I’m weak. So Goddamn weak. I don’t have the strength right now to deny the monster. The hunger. And that’s exactly what it is. It’s a never-ending appetite. And when you’re hungry, you eat, right?


    I’m fucking starving.


    I lean back against the wall and wiggle my hand into my pocket, tugging the baggie free. Jaxon hears the all too familiar noise and glances back at me with a blank expression. I don’t have a clue what he’s thinking. What he’s feeling. It just makes the need that much stronger and I pop two pills into my mouth, swallowing dry.


    He looks away from me. I want to stand up and get in his face. I want to yell at him. Make him understand. I just took half the amount I usually indulge in. I’m fucking trying.


    The sad part is I’m not doing it for him. I should have. A long time ago. But I didn’t do it for him back then. And I’m not doing it for him now. I’m not doing it for me, either. And that’s probably even sadder.


    It’s her. That’s why I’ve decided to put myself through this hell. Ironically, she’s also the reason I started in the first place. I couldn’t stand the way I felt. I just wanted to turn it off. The day I left, I sprayed one of her favorite stuffed animals—a little purple pig I won her at the fair—with her perfume, and then I took it with me. Every night, I would curl into that little pig like it was a direct connection to her. All I could see was her. All I could smell was her. And then one day, that little pig lost its scent.


    It felt like losing her all over again.


    I couldn’t stand it. On top of the life Mom had built—or destroyed—for us, I just couldn’t take one more second of the agony I felt. Mom had always made it look so easy. So I tried it. I liked it. And it became a part of me. I started using on the regular.


    I know I’m an addict.


    I know why I’m an addict.


    I know I hate it.


    But I also know it owns me.


    “What do you think it’ll be like?” Jaxon asks. I’m not even sure he’s talking to me. All I see is his back. He doesn’t bother to look in my direction.


    “Think what will be like?” I rasp.


    “Home.” That one word causes my stomach to flip. Jax glances sideways at me and he looks scared shitless. And I get it. I am too. I don’t want to go back like this. A fucking failure just like my mom. I don’t want her to see me like this. And Grandpa, he’s going to take one look at me and know. He isn’t going to want this shit at his door again. But we have no other choice. Mom was mixed up with some bad shit. We have to get the hell out of here, tails tucked and heads down. If I had the funds to take us somewhere—anywhere—else, I would. I’m giving myself a couple of weeks to wean myself off the pills and clean up before we move on, setting the rest of my plan in motion.


    “I imagine it’ll be the same,” I lie. “It’s only been three years.”


    He nods tightly. “Only three years.” His lips draw up like a snarl. “A lot can change in three years.” He looks at me pointedly, holding my gaze until I roll my eyes and let my head fall back against the brick.


    I know.


    Goddamn. Where the hell is Payton? She said two. It’s nearly three. We shouldn’t be out here, exposed like this. Delphi’s guys could be on the prowl.


    “I can’t wait to see Kam and Briar.”


    The air in my lungs expels in a hiss. He said her name. He fucking said her name and I want to beat the shit out of him for it. By his smirk, he knows it, too. But I don’t do a damn thing. He’s my brother. I’d never touch him no matter how much he might be asking for it.


    Instead, I close my eyes and pretend he’s not there. But I can’t pretend I don’t see her behind my eyelids. I can’t wait to see her, either. I’ve purposely stayed away from all social media outlets over the years just so I wouldn’t be tortured by constant photos and status updates proving how happy she is without me. But I wonder every day if she looks the same.


    Most people can’t remember their infancy or early toddler years. I’m not one of those people. I don’t remember much, but I clearly recall the day the Gallos brought their little girl home. I can see her hair in my mind’s eye as if it were yesterday. So red it turned to fire in the sunlight. The way her tiny lips pursed and sucked on an invisible pacifier. And her eyes. The way they opened and locked on mine, bright and curious. Even then she captivated me. I knew at that moment—at two years old—I would do anything for her. And I would protect her at all costs because she was the most precious thing I had ever seen. I may not have known the right words back then, but I remember the feelings. And those feelings have never changed. Not really. They’ve grown stronger, deeper. But always there no matter how much I’ve wished they weren’t.


    So yes, I’m scared. I’m scared of who she’ll be when I get back because three years can change a person completely. I’m scared of what she’ll think of me. I’m scared that she won’t remember me. Or worse, she’ll hate who I’ve become. Or even worse yet, she’ll be indifferent.


    A car rolls to a stop a few feet up the road and it takes me several seconds before the face I’m seeing matches my memory. Payton’s main identifiers are the same—same blonde hair, same blue eyes. But she’s older. Thinner. Her features are sharper. Wiser. All traces of baby fat and young girl naivety are gone. My sister is all grown up.


    Jaxon swings the door open and pulls her in for a bear hug. His giant frame dwarfs her almost comically. I shove myself up using the wall to brace against the spell of dizziness that hits. I don’t bother with a hello. I toss my pack in the back, following it inside. I lay my head against it like a pillow and close my eyes.


    I hear Payton scoff and feel the heavy weight of her gaze. “I missed you too, Benji,” she states, heavy on the sarcasm.


    “Of course you did,” I retort. “That’s why I heard from you so often while I was gone.”


    She doesn’t reply to that and I smirk, though it’s the last thing I feel like doing. It isn’t fucking funny that she cut off contact. I was the one who went with Mom to make sure she and Jax would be okay. Payton dropped off the face of the planet while I gave up everything to look out for them.


    The smirk slides from my face. I did a standup job, didn’t I? Mom’s dead. Jax hates me. And I’m a fucking loser addicted to pain pills.


    “Ignore him,” Jaxon mumbles. “He’s flying high.”


    Payton clicks her tongue and that one little sound screams disapproval. “Like mother like son,” she murmurs.


    Even though it’s absolutely true, it pisses me off. I sit up, resting both hands on the seat. “Take a left up ahead, Princess. We need to pick somebody up.”


    “Who?” she hisses, her eyes squinted with anger.


    “This chick, Megan.” I smile widely and add, “I met her at a strip club.” This is true, though I don’t bother to give her all the details. I don’t explain that I took Megan from Delphi just to piss him off, causing her to unwillingly become a part of the reason Mom is dead. And I don’t tell her that I’m bringing Megan with me now because she knows shit—enough to bury Delphi for good. Shit Delphi would kill to keep hidden. I close my mouth and let Payton think what she wants.


    She cringes in disgust. “Must have been love at first lap dance.”


    Now I cringe. Love? No. Lust, maybe. For her. For the drugs. But not love.


    “Something like that.” I settle back into the seat, averting my eyes from her judgmental gaze.


    “Same shit, just different person,” she states icily as she shifts into drive.


    I have no smartass retort. It’s absolutely true.

  


  


  


  
    5


    Briar


    


    The evening passes in a blur. I go through the motions—eating dinner and helping Mom clean up. But as I lay in bed, I can’t really recall a single word uttered or a solitary thought reflected.


    I miss Flynn already. I’ve known him almost as long as I’ve known Benji if you subtract the years that Benji has been away. Flynn is a good guy. He was such a good friend to me when my heart was breaking over Benji. And he’s been a great boyfriend, even with all my mess. But I just can’t do what he’s asking. Even if Benji comes back and thinks I’m a loser he wants no part of, I still couldn’t do it. Because the truth is, though I do love Flynn, it’s not in the same way I love Benji. Maybe it’s that whole first love thing, but I can’t imagine myself loving anyone else like that. Ever. And I’ve tried. I’ve tried so hard with Flynn. I just couldn’t make myself fall in love with him.


    It’s just Benji.


    I glance at the yellow sundress Flynn gave me for my birthday. It’s hanging from the closet door, taunting me. I should give it back to him so he can return it and get his money back. I’ll do it first thing tomorrow morning before I help Dad in the field. I can at least give him that.


    With that decided I turn over and close my eyes, determined to sleep. But once again, my brain is not on the same page. Instead, it wants to focus on the impending return of a beautiful boy with gorgeous golden-brown eyes. I see his infectious smile behind my closed eyelids and I can’t help myself. I smile back. That’s how it works with Benji. His earth-shattering grin comes so easily you have no choice but to return it until you’re grinning ear to ear like a moron. And the dimples… I shiver. He has the most adorable dimples that indent his cheeks. I can’t wait to see them again. I can’t wait to hear his voice. To smell his scent that is unique to Benji alone. My hands ache to touch him again. I ball them into fists and flip onto my back, glaring at the ceiling.


    What if what Flynn said comes true? What if Benji doesn’t remember me? What if he does, but doesn’t feel for me like I feel about him? What if he hurts me the way I hurt Flynn?


    I sigh, resigned. Benji has already hurt me. Nothing can ever damage me more than the day he left or the years of silence that followed. And I’ve survived that, right? It’s not important, I determine. Just to see him again, and know he’s safe, it makes it all worth it. No matter what happens.


    


    ~*~


    


    Something startles me awake and my eyes pop open with panic. Light shines into my room through the window and I jump up. Moving slowly, I tiptoe toward the window, careful to stay back out of the stream of light. It’s coming from Benji’s old room. A shadow moves across the wall and now I’m holding my breath, afraid to move—afraid everything will vanish if I allow myself to exhale.


    And then he’s there—home—standing directly across from me, blocking out the light. One nicely shaped arm rests on the window as he peers through the glass. He is so much more than what I had been imagining. Even if I tried to breathe, I don’t think I could. Benji’s body is lean, thicker than I remember. His white t-shirt hugs his now broad shoulders and defined chest. He is definitely all grown up, but still noticeably…Benji. His hair is nearly the same, maybe a little longer. And his eyes, holy shit, his eyes, they look the same—the long dark lashes framing golden-brown irises. They move over the old pulley system he hooked up years ago. Then his body goes visibly rigid, and I swear he’s looking right at me. Staring at me.


    I can’t move, rooted in place by his raw gaze. Before I have a chance to react in any way, Benji steps back, reaches up, and pulls the cord on the blinds, closing them and releasing me.


    I sink down onto my bed and inhale a shaky breath. I’m too shocked to stand. I’ve spent the last three years thinking about him, missing him, wishing for him to come back. Now he is. He’s really home.


    I lie back, my hands shaking as I pull the covers up to my chin. I close my eyes and fight the urge to run next door.


    


    ~*~


    


    I roll over and look at the clock. It’s finally a reasonable time to rise. I’ve barely slept. My eyes burn and my head feels heavy. I sit up and my gaze instantly flicks to the window. Benji’s blinds are still drawn. With a sigh, I decide to take a shower in hopes of forcing some energy into my body. At least enough to return the dress to Flynn.


    When I come out of the bathroom, I find Mom in the kitchen making pancakes. She’s standing in front of the stove and singing along with the music streaming from the old disc player. Mom will never willingly get with the times. She refuses to get rid of her old mixed CD’s and switch over to an iPod. I smile and grab a pancake, which I eat plain.


    “Hey, grab a plate and sit down.”


    I shake my head. “Can’t. I need to take my dress back to Flynn.”


    She studies me for a moment, spatula half raised in the air between her and the pan. “Did it not fit?”


    “It fits fine,” I say, avoiding her gaze. I take another bite of pancake.


    “Then…why?” Her eyebrows scrunch for a moment and then her eyes shoot to mine knowingly.


    “It’s not fair to him, Mom.”


    She turns the burner off, sets her spatula down, and turns so she’s facing me full on. “Not fair to which one?”


    My mom is one of the smartest people I know. In fact, she’s brilliant. Plus she has those special mom senses, so it doesn’t surprise me she knows exactly what I’m talking about from the few exchanged words.


    I sigh. “It isn’t fair to any of us. Is it?”


    She stares at me, absolutely no judgment in her voice when she says, “Not much in life is fair, Briar. It just is.”


    I nod. “But that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t try to be happy, does it?”


    “No, it doesn’t. But are you sure you know what will make you happy? I mean, he isn’t even back yet. You don’t know what he’s like now. How things will be between the two of you.”


    I swallow the last bite of pancake and shake my head. “He’s back. I saw him last night.”


    Mom’s eyebrows shoot up. “You talked to him? How is he?”


    “No, we didn’t talk. I just saw him through his window for a second.” I shiver with the memory. “And it doesn’t matter if Benji’s changed. It doesn’t matter if he doesn’t like me. What matters is that I realized I just don’t feel how I should about Flynn. I don’t think it’s right to be with him knowing that.”


    Mom studies my face again. I wonder what she sees when she looks at me. Am I what she hoped I’d be when she dreamed of having children? Did I turn out the way she envisioned? I hope I don’t disappoint her.


    “Well,” she says quietly, “it’s your decision to make. I agree you shouldn’t lead Flynn on. Just remember, once you make the choice, you can’t go back. Or, if you can, it won’t be easy.”


    I shrug, defeated. “I feel like any choice I make, someone will be hurt. This way at least I’m being honest.” I turn to leave, but stop, looking at Mom over my shoulder. “Do you think he’ll still be my friend?”


    “Flynn?” She touches my chin, smiling sadly. “Probably not, Bri. At least not for a long time.”


    


    ~*~


    


    Flynn looks up from the piece of wood he’s sanding. It looks like it’ll be the top to a table. A quick glance around confirms it. I see the legs sitting on a workbench awaiting their turn. Flynn’s hands pause as he catches sight of what’s in my arms.


    He goes back to work, not looking at me. “What are you doing Briar?”


    I take a few steps closer and clear my throat. “I wanted to bring this back to you. So you can get your money back.”


    Flynn doesn’t stop, his hands move quickly, precisely, smoothing the wood. He’s a little sweaty, his dark hair sticking to his forehead. He looks so handsome it hurts. It makes my stomach clench and fills me with panic as I second-guess my decision.


    “I don’t fucking want it back. I bought it for you. It’s your gift. You keep it.”


    I look down at the dress. I know how expensive it was. I know he doesn’t have a lot of money. None of us do. “I wouldn’t feel right,” I say.


    Now Flynn stops. He drops the large piece of sand paper on the table top and smirks at me. “Since when do you worry about feelin’ right?”


    “What? I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean.”


    He huffs out a dry laugh. “It means don’t worry your precious little heart, Briar. You keep the damn dress. It’s yours.”


    “I don’t want you to hate me,” I say softly.


    Flynn’s jaw clenches. I can see the muscle there throb, pulsing quickly. “You don’t get a say now.”


    I close my eyes. “Please.”


    “Please?” My eyes pop open, shocked by the harshness in his tone. “Shit, Briar. You dug out my heart with a rusty spoon, threw it on the ground, and kicked dirt all over it. I have done everything you wanted. When Benji was here, I was your friend. When he left, I filled the void. When you decided you were ready, I became your boyfriend just to have you hold me at arm’s length.” He squeezes his hands into fists. “I knew you didn’t love me, but I thought if I stuck it out, if I hung in there long enough, you would eventually want more from me than sex. I thought you would eventually find a way to love me back. But I never had a chance. I was just something to pass the time while you waited for him to come back.


    “I never meant a damn thing to you, but you were everything to me. And now you stand here, trying to give me back your gift… So what? I can have this reminder of how you tossed me away at the first mention of Borelli? And you want me to be all right with it all? No hard feelings? What the fuck is wrong with you? I have nothing but hard feelings, Briar.”


    Flynn kicks a stack of scrap wood, sending pieces flying across the barn. I jump, startled. I’ve never seen him like this. This angry. This…hurt. I want to hug him. Tell him I’m sorry. That I didn’t mean it. But I know it’ll only make things worse. Yet, I can’t make myself turn around and leave.


    “Just go, Briar. I don’t want you here,” Flynn murmurs.


    I look at the dress, but now I don’t see just a yellow sundress. I see weeks of back-breaking work, sweated through just to make me smile on my birthday. “You’re wrong, Flynn. You do mean something to me. I do love you. I’m just confused. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


    “Please just fucking leave,” he says, his voice hoarse with desperation.


    I take one last look at him, trying to memorize his features as if I’ll never see him again, before climbing up on Kingston. I dig my heels into my horse’s sides urging him to outrun the crazy emotions tearing at my insides.

  


  


  


  
    6


    Benji


    


    I’m disoriented when I wake up. The ceiling is unfamiliar, yet recognizable. The light shining through the window is too bright. I close my eyes and cover my head with the blanket. The smell that surrounds me has my senses on overload. Memories pierce through my blanket bubble unmercifully.


    Birthdays, Christmases, Mom refusing to wake up, Grandpa and Mom fighting. Highs. Lows. And everything in between. The good and the bad.


    I’m home.


    I flip the blanket off and look around the room. It’s sparse, but there’s a hell of a lot more here than what I had at the shithole apartment I lived in with Mom and Jax. I’m on a real bed. It creaks with every move I make and I relish the sound. There’s a dresser on the opposite wall—the same one I used before. It’s old and the wood is scraped and nicked with age. It makes me smile.


    And then I remember last night. I saw her.


    “Briar.” I say her name aloud for the first time in three years and for some reason, it makes my throat constrict like an invisible hand choking me.


    I say it again. Louder this time. My chest aches. I roll onto my side and stare at the window. She’s just a few feet away. Two panes of glass separating us.


    I can’t believe she left the pulley up. It took all my strength not to use it. Not to place a note on it for her to find.


    I close my eyes as the image of her burns bright behind my lids. Briar has always been pretty in a sweet, average way. The all-American girl-next-door type. A little shy, a little awkward, and a whole lot of gangly in the cutest way. And honestly, I started to wonder if I had built her up in my head over the years. But one look at her last night, even through a dirty window and into a dimly lit room, and I knew I hadn’t. If anything, my memories were a diluted image of the real thing.


    Maybe it’s the time that’s passed. Maybe it’s because I’ve missed her so much. Maybe it’s just because she’s older now. But Briar isn’t pretty anymore. She’s not cute or awkward.


    Briar’s beautiful. And all sorts of sexy.


    It pisses me off on so many levels. One, because she should be mine. All this time—she should have been mine. Two, because I can’t fucking have her. Three, because regardless of whether I can have her or not, I want her more than I’ve ever wanted anything—not excluding a high. Four, because she will never want the me that I am now. Five, because I know someone else has her. And six, because I missed out on everything. Every. Single. Fucking. Thing.


    I’m six levels high on the My Life Sucks scale. I’m pretty damn sure it shouldn’t even go this far and I could keep on going. I just put the little bit of family we have left in danger by coming home. I have no future because when Delphi finds me—and it is only a matter of when—he’ll pick us off, one by one. I can’t do that to my family. I know I can’t stay, but I have no money and nowhere else to go.


    I rake my fingers through my hair, yanking on the ends. I need the pain. It’s a hell of a lot better than drowning in the shit my life is made up of.


    The door opens slowly. A bleach-blonde head comes into view before the rest of Megan’s thin body. She closes the door just as quietly as she opened it and crawls back into bed. Her feet touch mine. They’re cold and it’s hard not to pull away. I silently add her to the list that makes my life a shit storm. It’s not her fault. I knew who she was when we met. That’s why I chose her. But now I just want out of whatever the hell this is.


    I need her. Not the way a man needs a woman. Not because I love her or want her. But because she can set part of my life back on course. It’s just a piece, but it’s a vital one.


    “Good morning,” she whispers. Her breath is ashy as her lips brush across mine. Her hair smells like smoke. It doesn’t bother me like it would most non-smokers. I’m used to it, I guess. But at the same time, I don’t want her mouth on mine. I put my hand up, pressing it against her chest, and push her back slowly.


    “Megan,” I start. I rub my face and sigh. “I told you it was going to be different here. You and I…”


    “I know.” Her dark eyes search mine for several seconds before she lays back and places her arm over them. “I remember,” she adds stiffly. “No drugs. No drinking. No sex. No fun. That about right?”


    I laugh softly. “Pretty much.” I sit up and swing my legs onto the floor. I can feel her eyes on me as I pick up my jeans and search the pockets. My hand hits the familiar plastic and I pluck the baggie out. I turn so she can see me count them. I’ve been cutting down, weaning myself for a few days now—ever since Jaxon and I called Grandpa to tell him Mom was dead. But today will be Megan’s first day. For my plan to work, we both need to be clean. It’s not going to be an easy road.


    I count them all just so she’s aware I know exactly how many pills there are. I hand her three and pop two into my own mouth. She doesn’t swallow them like I do. Instead, she pushes herself up and places them on the nightstand. I watch as she picks up the TV remote and smashes the small pills into dust, careful not to lose any. Even though this isn’t the way I take mine, I can’t look away. And even though I can still feel the path the pills took down my throat, the craving hits me ferociously. Just from watching.


    The sickest part is when she bends forward and snorts the powder up her nose it makes me horny as hell. I want to lick the remaining dust from the stand, the remote, her nose, and then fuck her hard until mine kicks in. I feel my dick grow hard, thickening beneath my boxers, and it takes a shit-ton of effort I really don’t have right now to stay where I am.


    Megan’s tongue darts out and swipes up the little remnants left over, and then turns to me. She leaves the tip of her tongue out, the oxy powder like a paste there. I can’t hold back any longer. I lean into her and suck it off her tongue. As soon as the taste is in my mouth, the guilt sets in. I pull back. Close my eyes as I swallow it down, and then shove myself up.


    I need to get away from her. Away from the baggie. Away from everything.


    As I slide my jeans on, I realize I don’t have anywhere to go. I don’t want to hang out with my grandpa while I’m high. Jax is no kind of company anymore. And I can’t really go anywhere. Shit. I can’t even go outside because then I risk seeing her. Briar. I don’t want her to see me like this.


    That was the deal I made with Jaxon. The deal I reiterated with Payton. If I’m going to clean up, it’s on my terms. In my own way. Part of it is staying away from Briar. It was hard enough last night just for those few seconds. If I saw her up close, in person, I don’t think I could take it. And I sure as shit can’t see her disappointment and disgust when she realizes what I’ve become.
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    Briar


    


    I go home to put in my hours cropping. Dad’s already out in the cornfields. By the way he’s moving slowly down the row, pausing at each stalk and shaking it gently, I know we’re pollinating today. It’s better than bug picking.


    Running into the house to put the sundress back in my room, I shout a hello to Mom. I make it to the third step before she calls me into the kitchen. I do an about face and stride into the room kicking off my flats.


    “What’s up?” I come to an abrupt stop, my feet sliding on the floor, when I notice the male form sitting at the table.


    Mom smiles, her whole face beaming. “Briar, you remember Jaxon. Look how big he is.”


    Jaxon turns around in the chair with a huge grin, showing off two adorable, deep dimples. He looks like a darker version of Benji and my heart jumps, trying to escape my chest. I cannot believe how tall he is or how broad his shoulders are. He looks like a linebacker.


    “Oh, my God, Jaxon.” My voice is high-pitched and squeaky, but I don’t care. I am so happy to see him. He stands up, pushing the chair back with his thick legs and my mouth drops. “What the hell, boy? Did you swallow a giant?”


    He laughs loudly and the deep tenor shocks me. “I’ve been eating my veggies.”


    “Jaxon, you’re huge. You’re like, a grown-up. What in the world?”


    He wraps me in a hug. His arms are like steel. “I am a grown-up. I’m nineteen now. Just had a birthday.” Though I’m a year older than him, I forgot our birthdays were only days apart. His two days before mine. “Benji said I finally hit puberty, five years too late.” He laughs again, his chest rumbling in my ear. “I’m taller than him now.”


    “Where—where is Benji?” I ask, and my voice shakes, giving away how important my question is. I clear my throat in a weak attempt to hide it and shift uncomfortably.


    Jaxon’s movements mimic mine. “He’s not really a morning person.”


    I know this isn’t true. Or at least it wasn’t before they had left. Benji was always the one to wake me up when we were kids. Throwing pebbles at my window or pounding on the front door until he got me up and alert. Then we would take off on some adventure or help each other with the chores. Even if we had school, he’d show up an hour before we had to leave. Most days, we would be out until the sun was long gone, and then we would spend most of the night secretly sending notes on the line. But we aren’t kids anymore, I guess. I wonder what else has changed in the past three years, but I don’t ask. Just nod and smile as if I could care less.


    “Briar, go catch up,” Mom says with a shooing motion. “I’ll help your dad for a while.”


    I don’t need to be told twice. Getting out of farm chores when school is out is limited to major illness or impending weather. I might be home from college for summer break, but that doesn’t mean I get to live here for free. I thread my arm around Jaxon’s and head out the back door to take a walk. We move past the barn and I look up at him. “I’m really sorry about your mom,” I murmur. I know it’s inadequate and he’s probably sick of hearing it, but I don’t know what else to say.


    He doesn’t look at me, his gaze moves back to his house instead. “Thanks,” he says. “It’s weird, she was never really there. Always out drinking, or taking off with some guy, ya know? I always missed her. But now that she’s gone…” He shakes his head and turns to face me, unlinking our arms. He runs a hand through his jet-black hair causing it to stand up. “I guess it’s because I know she isn’t coming back this time, but I don’t miss her anymore. Is that totally fucked up?” His dark eyes bore into mine and he looks so sad my heart clenches.


    I realize I’m shaking my head. “No. I don’t think it’s fucked up at all. People grieve differently. You’re allowed to feel anyway you want.”


    With a sigh, he hooks my arm and we start walking again. “Maybe it’s being home. I missed this house so bad. I missed you. How’s Kingston?” He smiles, his eyes lighting with excitement.


    I pull him back toward the barn, my feet shuffling quickly. “Come see.” I grin up at him, remembering how much fun we had riding. Jax and I were so small we always rode together when there weren’t enough horses. And he loved King. He would even help me clean his stall.


    Kingston whinnies excitedly the moment he sees us, and I swear he knows exactly who Jaxon is. He nuzzles his nose into Jax’s chest and stomps. “Hey there, buddy. Do you remember me? We had some good times, you and I.” Glancing around, Jaxon asks, “You got any apples?”


    “A bribe? Already?” I laugh and grab one from a basket, wiping it across my shirt before I hand it over.


    With a shrug, Jax palms it and holds it out to Kingston. “Whatever works.” He smirks at me, showing off his dimples.


    “Later this evening, when I’m done helping Dad, we could go for a ride,” I offer.


    “That would be great. I haven’t ridden a horse since we moved.”


    “Really?” I can’t even imagine not being able to ride.


    He scratches King behind the ears before looking over his shoulder at me, sadness in his eyes again. “We talked about this. Coming home. How it would be.”


    My throat goes dry and I can’t think of anything to say. We stare at each other until he breaks the silence. “He missed you.”


    Three words. That’s all it is. But the effect they have on me is ridiculous. I feel my face get hot. My hands get sweaty. My stomach clenches. “He did?” It comes out barely more than a whisper, but it’s such an important question. Because I missed him every single day he was gone.


    “We would lie in bed on nights Mom didn’t come home, and we would imagine it. What it would be like, ya know? How the house would look, and if you had changed. We even talked about how the first thing we’d do is get you and take Kingston out. Go down to the falls like old times.” He turns around then, facing me. “Do you remember when Benji was supposed to be watching me and we snuck out there because I had never seen the falls before?”


    I nod. The memory as vivid as if it happened yesterday. “I slipped on the rocks and fell in,” I say. “Almost went over.” My fingers squeeze against the scar on my palm where I had tried to catch myself on one of the sharp rocks.


    “Benji saw you go down and he jumped right in without hesitation. He dragged you back and you got so mad at him because he could have gotten hurt. You guys were always like that.”


    I tilt my head inquisitively. “Like what?”


    Jaxon grins at me. “You were both so worried about the other one. You never stopped to think about yourselves. I remember waiting for you to thank him, but you never did. You just yelled at him for risking his life.” He gives me this look that I don’t understand before he goes on.


    “I asked him later that night if it bothered him the way you were more angry than grateful.”


    My stomach knots with guilt. I was so angry with him because he scared the hell out of me. He could have been hurt and it would have been my fault. But at the same time, he was my savior. My knight in shining armor. Why hadn’t I thanked him? I know I was grateful. I remember thinking he was my own personal superhero. Why hadn’t I said the words to him?


    “What did he say?”


    Jaxon shrugs, smirking. “He explained you weren’t angry, just scared. And then he said you didn’t have to thank him because he jumped in more for himself than anyone else. I was too young at the time and I didn’t get it.” He shrugs his wide shoulders again and turns back to King, running his hands over the dark mane. “I get it now.” He glances back at me and laughs at the expression on my face. “He didn’t want to lose his best friend.”


    “Oh.” I bite my lip and move to the other side of my horse, running my hand over his back. “He can come riding with us, too. Benji, I mean. If he wants to.”


    Jaxon straightens up, looking uncomfortable. “Yeah, I’ll ask him. But just so you know, he has a lot of shit to do today. Unpacking. And Grandpa needs him to help at the store and stuff. We aren’t living with him for free.”


    “But you don’t have to unpack or help at the store today?”


    His shoulders rise again. “I’m helping at the store this afternoon. And I kind of unpacked already. I didn’t have much.”


    I feel like he’s hiding something, but I let it go. I’m certainly not going to push the issue, even if I am dying to talk to Benji. “All right, well, if he can make it, he’s welcome.”


    Jaxon nods and gives me another hug. “I’ll see you later?”


    I return the nod, watching him as he goes. I keep my gaze glued to his back until he disappears inside. I head out to relieve Mom. Just outside the field, I realize I forgot my iPod and walk back to the house instead. I climb the stairs two at a time up to my room, snatching the iPod off my nightstand, and sneaking a peek over at Benji’s window. The blinds are still closed. I make a split-second decision and grab a sheet of paper. My pen hovers over the paper as I decide what I want to say. With Jaxon, it had been comfortable. Easy. Outside of the shock of seeing his growth spurt, it felt like he never left. But I’m not sure it’ll be the same with Benji.


    I decide to keep it simple.


    Welcome back.


    I fold the paper in half and pull up the screen. Leaning out my window, I attach the note to the line and fasten it with a clothespin. The pulley doesn’t want to move at first, rusted from weather and three years of non-use. I tug as hard as I can and it moves with a squeak. My eyes dart to the window across from me. After making sure the blinds are still drawn, I pull hand over hand until the message is on his side. I slide my screen back into place and hurry out to help Dad.


    


    ~*~


    


    My arm muscles are burning by the time Dad taps me on the shoulder and gestures to take the headphones off. I slide them back to rest on my neck. “Am I done yet?”


    He rustles my hair. “Halfway there. Let’s take a break and get some lunch.” I nod and follow him up the row. It’s hot and my hair is sticking to my neck. Once inside, I ask Mom to braid it for me. Dad and I throw grapes at each other as we eat and Mom pulls my hair twice as I try to dodge.


    “Hold still. And you two better clean those up.” She tugs my braid, attempting to hold me still.


    “Not it,” Dad says quickly. He smiles wickedly as he pops a grape into his mouth.


    Damn. In our family, calling “not it” is law. If you call it, everyone has to abide by it. Mom ties off my hair and I push my chair back, shooting Dad an evil look. He laughs as I slide to the floor and begin retrieving our red and green missiles. Mom glides the trashcan over to me and I toss them in one at a time. The screen door opens with a creak and I hit my head on the underside of the table.


    “Hi Kameron. How are you today, sweetheart?”


    “Hey, Pine. I’m good. Where’s my girly?”


    “Ouch. Under here,” I call. Kam tilts sideways at the waist, pulling the table cloth up to stare at me.


    “Are we hiding?” Her shiny pink lips turn up into a smirk and one brow arches quizzically.


    “Grape clean up. Why would I be hiding?” I flick a grape at her. She picks it up, dusts it off, and eats it. I make a disgusted face, crawling out past her.


    “I saw Jaxon at the store,” she says.


    “Yeah, he was here earlier.” I sit down to finish my glass of water, propping my feet on an empty chair.


    “And…?” Kameron plops down across from me. Dad chuckles as he takes his plate to the sink.


    I ignore him. “And what?”


    Kameron scoffs. “Annnd, what about Benji? Have you seen him? Talked to him? Pledged your undying love to him for all of eternity?”


    I choke on my water, spitting it from my mouth. Kameron jumps back and throws a napkin at me. “Gross.”


    I glare at her. As if the floor-food-eater has any right to call me gross.


    “On that note, I’m heading back out,” Dad announces. “Briar, don’t take too long. We need to get this done.” I watch him as he turns and smacks Mom right on her ass as if Kam and I aren’t sitting right here. Now that’s gross. Parental sex play should never be witnessed by the child—no matter how old I am.


    Mom giggles, but at least has the decency to look slightly embarrassed. She hands him his baseball cap to keep the sun off his face and he winks before ducking out the door. As much as I love my parents, I have to fight the urge to gag. They’re too damn sweet, even for me.


    “I’ll come with,” Kameron offers, pulling me back to our conversation. “I have nothing better to do today.”


    I raise my eyebrows, fully aware she just wants to be around in case Benji shows himself. “You’re helping then,” I call over my shoulder.


    She sighs loudly. “I figured.”


    We split from Dad. He heads to one side of the field and we go to the other. “You never answered me. Have you seen him yet?”


    I nod, biting my lip. “I saw him last night.”


    Kameron stops and grabs my arm. “Late night meeting?” Her eyes are big and she smiles widely.


    “No. I just saw him through the window.” It’s too hot. I’m not sure if it’s from the sun or Kameron’s questions. I take my t-shirt off, tuck part of it into my back pocket, and shake my tank top, trying to waft cool air onto my back.


    Closing my eyes, I recall my first sight of Benji in three years. With a sigh, I say, “I think he might have seen me too, and if he did, he didn’t seem happy about it.”


    Kameron’s eyebrows pucker. “What do you mean?”


    I grab a corn tassel and start shaking. Kam runs her fingers over the silk on another stalk before copying my movements. “He just ignored me and shut his blinds. I haven’t seen him since. You’d think the first thing he’d have done today was come see me.”


    “Did you do something?”


    I shake my head and progress to the next stalk. “No. I woke up and looked out the window. He was standing at his window, saw me, and closed his blinds.” I shrug helplessly. “I didn’t get a chance to do anything.”


    Kameron licks her lips as she thinks. “Well, maybe he was tired or something. Or maybe he really didn’t see you. And his mom just died. I’m sure he isn’t in the best mood right now.”


    That actually makes a lot of sense. I glance over at his house even though I’m much too far away to really see anything. “I can’t believe I didn’t think about that.” I feel like total shit the thought hadn’t occurred to me. I’ve been too busy thinking about myself when Benji’s suffering the loss of his mom.


    “Maybe when we’re done we can go over,” Kameron suggests.


    “I don’t know. Jaxon said he had to work at the store. And I’m supposed to take him riding. Do you want to come?”


    Kameron cocks her head to the side—eyebrow lifted—and rolls her eyes. “Of course I want to come. I should just stay the night, too.”


    Now I roll my eyes. I feel like I should be charging her admission to the Benji and Briar show.
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    Benji


    


    I’ve resorted to stalking.


    Truthfully, I don’t feel bad about it. It’s better to watch Briar from a distance than to go hang out with her like nothing’s changed.


    I take turns in each room of the house, giving every window equal creeper time. I’m coiled tight, resentment boiling in my veins. My head is full of pressure and I can’t tell if I’m coming down or if I’m just that pissed off. I’m angry. So fucking angry.


    I threw my entire life away. Not just once, but over and over again. I never should have left with my mom. My grandpa didn’t kick me out three years ago. He didn’t want Jaxon and me to leave. He was sick of Mom’s shit and gave her an ultimatum—clean up or get out. I don’t think he ever thought, for even a second, she’d take us with her.


    Jax was only sixteen. He was underage and didn’t have many choices. And I think he looked at this as an opportunity to have more time with Mom. All the time we missed over the years. But I knew better. I shouldn’t have gone.


    Guilt slices into my chest. So much guilt.


    It’s really hard to explain the pull a parent has on their kid. Especially a shitty one. I knew my mom wasn’t right since I was five years old. I saw how different she was from Briar’s mom. I understood by the time I was seven that she had a drug and alcohol problem. I remember learning in school exactly what addiction was—and that it was bad. I came home that day and tried to throw it all away. All her cigarettes. All her alcohol. All her pills. It was the first time my mom ever hit me.


    I’ve pretty much always been aware just how fucked up she was—but she was still my mom. She was mine. I loved her. Sometimes I hated her, but I always loved her. And I would do anything for her. I’d cover for her when CPS came knocking. I’d lie to Grandpa—for her. I got a job and handed over half my pay to feed her habit—for her. I worked my ass off to keep a roof over our heads and food in our bellies—for her. I left a life with Briar—for her.


    I hated her a lot there at the end. After I let the addiction consume me and I lost who I was, I couldn’t stand to look at her. But I never stopped loving her.


    So the guilt I feel for wishing I had stayed, for blaming my mom for taking away my life, it’s a slowly devouring, gnawing wound that I don’t know how to heal. But when I stand at this window, staring out at the only girl I have ever been in love with, it feels like maybe—just maybe—it won’t destroy me.


    Maybe I can beat this. All of this.


    Maybe there really is a way back. And Briar’s my map.


    She pauses, her hand gripping a corn stalk taller than she is, and I swear, she looks directly at me. I freeze, my breath catching in my lungs. I don’t want her to catch me watching her like the demented shadow I am, but I want her to see me so badly. I want to believe she really is looking right at me.


    She turns away, her head tipping down, braid swinging over her shoulder. Light reflects off something in her hand and then—in true Briar fashion—she starts dirty dancing, right there in the cornfield. She looks completely ridiculous, but something about the way she moves, so carefree and uninhibited, causes the hairs on my arms to rise.


    I smile, because she’s happy.


    I pinch my eyes close because it has nothing to do with me.


    It’s haunting how you can love someone so much, you honestly need them to be happy, but at the same time, it’s the worst pain in the world to know you aren’t the cause of their joy.


    I yank the cord on the blinds, begging them to lower and cut her off from my sight. She stirs too many emotions. I’m glad she can be happy—really I am. But I’m pissed she’s so fucking happy. I’ve been miserable. I’m pissed that I can look at her and feel that connection we had years ago—that the love I felt for her is still there. But worst of all, I’m pissed that even from this far away she can make me feel optimistic. I haven’t felt like this for so long.


    I haven’t felt for so long.


    I use drugs so I don’t have to feel.


    I jerk the cord again, so hard this time that the mini-blinds rip from the window and crash to the floor. As I stare down at them, not really seeing them, I wonder if Briar could truly be my cure. Could she be my new drug? The one that makes me better. That ends all this suffering.


    I raise my head slowly, watching her as the dust motes flutter around my head. There hasn’t been a whole lot I ever wanted. Even less that I’ve asked for. But I want her. I want to be able to touch her again. To feel her heart beat against my chest. To smell the scent of her hair. To kiss her.


    You don’t realize how important those things are until they’re no longer there.


    But I need to be able to offer her something more than what I am.


    I inhale deeply, knowing that I just made the decision. I know I said I made it before, that I was quitting, but it wasn’t real. It wasn’t solid until this very moment.


    I’m going to do this for her. I’m going to find my way back.
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    Briar


    


    Jaxon gets the biggest grin on his face, dimples and all, when I tell him he can ride Kingston. I swing my leg over Dad’s horse, Grace. And then I sit back, attempting to hide my amusement as I watch Jax climb awkwardly onto the saddle. It’s definitely been a while for him.


    “So Benji couldn’t make it?”


    “He’s still working.”


    I figured as much. Mr. Borelli keeps the store open later during the summer. Benji had always worked the later hours with Payton before he left. I had hoped he would be able to get out of it with it being his first day back and all. I clear my throat. “We need to stop and get Kameron. She went home to get Princess.”


    Jaxon snickers at Kameron’s horse’s name and I laugh with him. “It’s Kameron, what do you expect?”


    “What happened to Honey Suckle?”


    I shake my head. “They had to put her down last year. Bad infection,” I say sadly. That was a bad month. I hated watching the old horse suffer, but worse, I hated the way Kameron suffered. We love our horses like they’re part of our families.


    “That sucks,” Jaxon says. “I didn’t expect so much to change. I mean, I figured people would look different, but it’s like everything’s different.”


    We turn off the main road, taking the private path up to Kameron’s house. “What do you mean?” The biggest change I can think of is the Borelli boys leaving. And coming back.


    “I don’t know.” He chews on the inside of his cheek and stares straight ahead. “It just doesn’t feel the same. Before we left, this place was so country. Everything was green and alive.”


    “It still is,” I say, confused.


    “It is, but it isn’t. We had two fast-food restaurants when I moved. Now there are at least six that I counted. And there weren’t as many stores in town as there are now.”


    I can see Kameron walking Princess down her driveway. She waves at us excitedly, her hair swaying across her shoulders. Jaxon waves back, a small, appreciative smile on his lips. “She’s gotten prettier, too. I didn’t think that was possible.”


    I give him a knowing grin. “Jax, do you have a crush on Kameron?” His face glows a shade of bright pink and I do what any friend would do. I start singing, “Jaxon and Kameron sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”


    He shoots me a menacing look, but his lips twitch into a grin that he tries poorly to conceal. “Just shut up, Bri.”


    “There’s only a year age difference. I can talk to her for you if you want,” I tease. “Hook you up.”


    “I said shut up.”


    “Oh my, you two are fighting already?” Kameron eyes each of us expectantly. “What’d I miss?”


    I just laugh as Jaxon turns pinker, like two balls of fire blooming on his sun-kissed cheeks. “I can’t even remember what we were talking about. Do you, Jax?”


    This little lopsided smirk shows off one of his dimples and he winks at me. He looks so much like Benji, I just stare at him. It’s such a non-Jaxon thing to do. “I’m sure I’ll remember lots of conversations later with Benji.”


    Oh. My. God. The little shit is threatening me. I can’t believe it, yet, I’m strangely proud of the asshole. My eyes narrow. “Point taken. Let’s go get some ice cream.”


    Without another word, I turn Grace around and push her into a run. Jaxon brings Kingston up beside me. “Last one to the bridge buys?”


    Damn. Why’d I let him ride King? He has the fastest horse. Hopefully his years not riding will give me the advantage. I nod and dig my heels into Grace’s sides. I lift my ass off the saddle and lean forward. I realize quickly my other advantage. Jaxon is just too big. I’m smaller, lighter, just enough for Grace to slide ahead by a foot. I don’t see Kameron, but I can hear her laughing, and it doesn’t sound like she’s very far behind me.


    We’re on the edge of town, right where the newest store went up a few months ago. The trail narrows here before splitting off. There’s a large drainage ditch to the left. Only way through is one at a time or off to the right, into the thick grass. Either way, someone will have to fall behind.


    I pull myself up more until I’m nearly standing as I plead with Grace to go faster. Jaxon is right next to me now, our legs almost touching. I’m smiling so widely my cheeks hurt. I’ve missed this so much. Kameron very rarely races with me because she hates losing and Flynn doesn’t like to ride. My hair pelts against my back and I feel as if I’m flying.


    Twisting my left hand into the rein, I let go with the right and lightly brush it across Kingston’s side. As soon as I make contact with him, the horse pulls off to the right just enough, allowing Grace to dash straight down the trail and out onto the road. I take the lead as the bridge comes into view. Jaxon curses and I give a whoop of victory when Grace’s hooves hit the wooden planks.


    I stop on the other side of the bridge and turn around. “I want double scoops and sprinkles, loser.”


    Kameron and Jaxon share a look before turning to me. “You cheated,” Jaxon calls.


    “I did not,” I say defensively.


    Kameron slides up beside me and shakes her head. “You were horse whispering. I don’t know, seems like cheating to me.”


    “Yeah, you touched King,” Jax says.


    “There were no rules stated. I won,” I argue in a sing-song voice as we stop outside Fancy’s Dairy. This has been my hangout for the last seven or eight years—ever since Fancy’s dad gifted her with the small ice cream shop on her high school graduation day. She’s one of the youngest storeowners around here, but she has a knack for homemade ice cream.


    I tie Grace’s reigns to the light post and rip the band from my braid. Running my fingers through my knotted hair, I try to tame it into something presentable. Kameron helps me, taking over with a real comb from her purse when I get my fingers stuck.


    “Well, King,” Jaxon sighs, “we would have won if your mom wasn’t a cheater. Next time, buddy.” He pats King’s back, ignoring the look I give him. “Let’s go eat. I’ve missed Fancy’s ice cream,” he adds.


    I hold the door letting the others go in before me. My traitorous eyes can’t help glancing over to Borelli’s Grocery, hoping to catch a glimpse of Benji. My heart stumbles around in my chest before picking up at double its normal pace. He’s outside, wiping down the windows. The sun’s just setting and the outside light clicks on above his head like a halo. His work shirt is too small, showing off several inches of his sculpted back as he reaches for the top half of the door. My eyes trail up the rest of his torso in appreciation. That is probably the best damn t-shirt in the entire world. And I wish I was that shirt right now.


    “Hey, you coming or not, stalker?”


    I jump guiltily at Kameron’s voice and she pops a bubble near my ear. “You are so busted,” she sings. I know my face is red as I brush past her through the door. As soon as we sit down, I look out the window, but Benji’s gone.


    “Hey, Jax, you should go see if Benji can take a break and come join us for ice cream. I bet Briar would buy then.” Kam smiles and leans forward, her elbows on the table, chin in her hands.


    Jaxon looks around, everywhere but at Kam and me. “Um, yeah, okay. I’ll be right back.”


    Kameron arches her eyebrow and looks at me for an answer, but I don’t have one. I shrug and snatch the menu from the little holder. “He’s been weird every time Benji’s mentioned,” I say. “I’m seriously starting to think he hates me.”


    She squints at me. “Jaxon or Benji?”


    I tilt my head. “Benji. I mean, with the way he hasn’t come to see me, and the way Jax keeps making excuses for him to not be around me… I bet he comes back alone, with nothing but a lame excuse as to why Benji can’t join us.” I shake my head, angry now. “Even though Benji used to take breaks whenever he felt like it.” He also used to be my best friend. I guess both of those things have changed.


    Kameron’s watching me quietly, her jaw twitching as she chews on her gum. The silence is thick and unsettling. “I broke up with Flynn,” I blurt out. “Or I guess he broke up with me.”


    “Whoa, wait. What?” Kameron slams her hands flat on the table. “When did this happen?”


    “Last night, this morning. I’m not sure. There were two conversations, but we never officially said we were broken up. It was more implied, I guess.”


    “Hold up. I spent most of the day with you and you’re just now telling me this? What happened?” She’s really working the gum now, her eyes big.


    I sigh. “Basically he wanted me to choose. Said he didn’t want to live wondering and I told him he didn’t have to.” I shrug one shoulder and scratch my arm. “I was always honest with him about my feelings. He knew before we ever got together how I felt about Benji.” I start tearing a napkin apart, ripping it into long strips. “I don’t know. We hadn’t talked about him in so long. I guess he thought I was getting over him. And even now, with the way he’s avoiding me like the plague, I still feel the same. Ugh, which is so stupid because I don’t even know him anymore and he obviously doesn’t want anything to do with me.”


    We both look out the window to see Jaxon on his way back, jogging across the street. Alone. I lift my hand as if to say, “See?”


    Jax squeezes into the booth next to me. “Let me guess,” I state. “There’s a stocking emergency that only Benji can handle.”


    He winces and rubs a hand over his face. “Actually, Payton’s closing up for him so he can go home and unpack. But he said to tell you guys ‘hi.’” He taps his fingers on the table and I move, ready to smack his hands into silence, but something on his wrist catches my eye. Thick, double Band-Aids. I swallow and look up at him, our eyes lock for just a second before he pulls his arm under the table. I wonder why I didn’t notice them before and realize he had been wearing a leather wristband earlier. I want to ask him about it so badly, but his body language makes it clear he doesn’t want to discuss it. That’s not going to fly forever, but I can let it go for now.


    “Hi Kameron, Briar. How you girls doing tonight?” Fancy smiles at us and flips her order book open. She gropes around her blond and pink ponytail for a pen—there are two that I can see from here. “Is that…Jaxon Borelli? Look at you. You’re so big! What do they put in the ice cream out there in California?”


    Jaxon flashes his dimples. “I wouldn’t know. I couldn’t bring myself to eat anybody else’s ice cream.” He flutters his long black lashes. “Nothing compares to yours,” he says in this rich, smooth voice that is nothing short of sexy. And then he winks at her.


    Kameron’s eyes bulge as they flick from Jaxon, to Fancy, to me. It takes all my willpower to keep my jaw from dropping. I know he’s not a kid anymore, but in my mind, Jaxon will always be Benji’s sweet, little brother. This side of him is unnerving and slightly comical.


    Flustered, Fancy starts searching her hair for a pen again. “Uh, what can I get you?”


    I clear my throat twice before I’m able to speak. “I’ll have a double scoop of strawberry with chocolate sprinkles,” I say, my voice dangerously leaning to the squeaky side.


    Jaxon cocks an eyebrow at Kameron as she gawks at him. I kick her under the table and she jumps. “Oh, um, I want a scoop of chocolate and a scoop of vanilla in a cone bowl please.”


    Fancy looks at Jaxon as he slides my menu in front of him with his long index finger. “It’s been so long.” He gazes up at her as if she’s the only person in the room and sighs. “I’m not sure what I want.” He leans toward her. “What do you think I’ll like, Fancy?”


    “Well…” She swallows and begins again. “There’s the Fancy special.”


    Jax busts out Benji’s lopsided smile again, just one indent in his cheek showing. “The Fancy special? That sounds like it would be…delicious.”


    Fancy wipes at her forehead though there’s nothing there. “It’s three scoops of pecan ice cream with butterscotch drizzle.”


    Jaxon licks his lips slowly, his eyes fixed on Fancy’s, and now I can’t help it, my jaw falls. I’m still scooping it up off the table when he continues. “Butterscotch,” he muses. The one words drips from his tongue like hot honey. “That’s perfect. Can you put a little of your whipped cream on top, too? That would be mouthwatering.”


    The sexual innuendo is blaringly clear. And sexy as hell.


    She swallows again. “Sure thing, Jaxon.” She goes to make our order, but turns back twice before she makes it behind the counter.


    “What was that?” I whisper in a quiet hiss, not sure if I should be embarrassed or totally turned on.


    Jax leans his head back against the seat, perfectly relaxed, and grins at me. “What? It’s your fault.”


    I throw my hands up. “Uh, how exactly is it my fault?”


    He sits up now and turns to face me. “You cheated.” He shrugs as if that explains everything.


    “So you’re teaching me a lesson by flirting with Fancy?” I ask slowly, completely confused.


    “No. I’m paying for your ice cream.”


    I have no clue what he’s talking about.


    Kameron pops a bubble and sits back. “That was pretty hot. I’d give you free ice cream, too.” She smiles at him as she adds, “But you better hope her husband doesn’t find out.”


    “What? She’s married?” Jax looks around the small café, eying every guy in the place.


    I laugh at the frightened expression on his face. “She got married in March. They’re newlyweds, but don’t worry. He’s not here.”


    Jaxon sags with relief. “I didn’t know. Man, she’s kind of young to be married.”


    I shake my head. “She’s like twenty-five now.” I finally sit back. “So, how do you know this will work?”


    “I don’t, but it usually does.” He smirks smugly, confident.


    “Usually? You do this a lot?”


    “Mom wasn’t around much. It was just me and Benji most of the time and he didn’t make enough to pay rent and buy food.” He taps the table again and it occurs to me this is a nervous habit. “If we wanted to eat, we had to scam. It was usually Benji—he’s the master when it comes to 3F.”


    “What is 3F?” Kameron asks.


    Jaxon chuckles. “Flirting for Food,” he explains. “I used my size, being so small for so long, working the older people. Grandparent types that saw a hungry, young kid. Benji took the younger waitresses. At least until I hit my growth spurt.”


    When he notices the look on my face he shakes his head. “Don’t judge, Bri. You don’t know what it’s like to be hungry. Not really, truly, hungry. The shit we went through, the things we saw… Pimping ourselves to eat is nothing compared to that, ya know?”


    “You pimped yourselves?” Kameron says a little too loudly. A couple in the booth behind us turns around. And of course, I know them. They buy Dad’s produce. I shift uncomfortably.


    “Metaphorically, Kam. Shit,” Jaxon groans, dismayed.


    Fancy comes back with our ice cream and a big smile. Jax thanks her with a dimple show, and she leans forward, resting her hand on his shoulder. “This is on me. A little welcome back for Jaxon.” She turns to him as she says, “If you need anything else, just let me know.”


    “I will. Thanks Fancy.” He then makes a big production of eating a heaping spoonful of ice cream. “Mm,” he moans from deep within his throat. “This is so good.”


    Fancy beams as she walks away, a new twitch in her step.


    


    ~*~


    


    We don’t race on the way home. Instead, we take our time. Kameron fills Jax in on the latest gossip and informs him of all the newly married young women so he doesn’t make that mistake again.


    After the bridge, Jaxon looks out past the field at Flynn’s house. “You want to stop over there. I haven’t seen Flynn yet.”


    Kameron pulls Princess to a stop. “Um, huh-uh. Flynn is kind of a sore subject for Briar right now.”


    Jax glances at me, brows raised in question. “Why?”


    “They were dating, but…now they aren’t,” Kam explains. “Like, just now.”


    Jaxon bursts out laughing. “Really? You and Flynn? Oh, that is priceless. When I tell Benji—”


    I glare at him. “What is wrong with Flynn?”


    He tucks his lips, trying not to laugh. “No, nothing. Flynn’s cool. Man, how long did he wait before he made his move? Were we even gone yet?”


    I don’t understand why this is so funny to him. “A year, why?”


    “It took him a year? Really?” He puckers his full lips for a moment. “So that’s a definite no to stopping by then?”


    I click my tongue and urge Grace forward. “I don’t think he wants to see me.”


    “Why did you break up?” He catches my eye and I shake my head. I can’t say it out loud. Not to him. “Ah, I see,” he utters.

  


  


  


  
    10


    Benji


    


    I’m an addict. I say this freely, but it’s not freeing. You’d think it would be. But it’s not. It’s like taking the first step on the Spiral Staircase at the Vatican Museum and realizing it’s just one steep, winding ramp that just keeps going and going.


    Because I have an addictive personality, I’m poorly lacking in self-control. So when Jax came into the store and told me Briar wanted me to run across the street for ice cream, I flipped the fuck out on him.


    I hate that I had to explain, once again, that until I’m clean and work shit out with Delphi, I can’t be around her. And it’s shitty of him to keep waving her in my face. My presence alone puts Briar in danger. This isn’t a game. Jax may not understand the extent of Delphi’s malevolence, but I do. It’s not just what he may have done to my mom. It’s not the twisted way he gets his kicks. It’s not his greed or his hunger for power. It’s the unstoppable force he will pursue me with. His consuming need for vengeance. And his aptitude to make people disappear.


    After my meltdown, Jax left without a word and I attacked empty boxes, breaking them down like a madman until I could finally go home.


    “I need a hit,” Megan says as soon as I walk into my room. She’s sitting in the middle of my bed, dressed in nothing but her panties and a tank top. Her bare legs are pulled up to her chest, giving me a clear shot of said panties. She’s rocking herself. Forward. Backward. I notice the light sheen to her face. The way her hair clings to her neck. I raise my hand to the vent to verify it’s blowing cool air like it should.


    She took her third dose before I left. She’s supposed to be weaning with me. Less and less each week. That’s the plan. She’s fucking it up already.


    “I know it’s hard—”


    “Benji, please,” she moans, cutting me off. She claws at her hair, shoving it out of her face. “I can’t take it. I need a fucking hit. Just one. I’ll be good tomorrow, I swear. Just one more tonight.”


    My hand curls into a fist. If I give in, if I let her do this then I’ll want to do it too. I already do. Her dark eyes are bloodshot, pink around the lids, purple underneath. She looks like shit. Just the way I feel.


    I stomp to the window, open the blinds, and lift the glass. I need air. I need the country-scented breeze to fill my lungs and clear the haze.


    If we each just take one oxy it won’t hurt anything. It’s just one. It’s still better than two days ago. It’s still progress. What will it hurt?


    Fuck.


    This isn’t working. I stick my head outside the window and inhale again. I can’t do this. I can’t do this. I can’t do this. I’m not strong enough. I’m too weak.


    I drop my head and movement catches my eye. The snap of paper against the wind makes my heart jump into my throat until I feel like I might puke.


    My gaze slides over to Briar’s window before coming back to the folded paper just inches from my reach. I tug the clothespin off and snatch the note from the line. It crumbles in my shaking hand as I lean back inside.


    “Please,” Megan cries. I hear the bed creak and I know she’s coming toward me. I shove the window closed, lower the blinds back into place, and swing around to meet her.


    “Give me two fucking seconds,” I hiss as I push past her and stalk out of the door. I glance around the hall before deciding to lock myself in the bathroom. I’m afraid to see what’s inside this note and I don’t want an audience.


    I kick the toilet lid closed and take a seat, propping my legs on the side of the tub in front of me. And then I unfold the paper. Two words stare back at me. I read them several times.


    Welcome back.


    That’s it. Part of me wants to smile because it’s so simple. Sweet. Briar.


    The other part is pissed off. After three years, that’s all she has to say to me?


    And then I laugh like the asshole I am because I have absolutely no room to be pissed off. I’m supposed to be keeping my distance. Protecting her by staying away. I have no right to be upset. But the most amazing thing about those two little words is that now, even though the urge to use is as strong as it was five minutes ago, I feel like I might be a little stronger.


    I’m going to need help. I need to come clean about everything, get it all off my chest, and figure out exactly what to do. I decide to go to the only people I know I can trust with this—Briar’s parents. I carefully refold the paper and place it in my back pocket. I’m sure I’ll look at it a few more times before the night’s over.

  


  


  


  
    11


    Briar


    


    Kameron is lying on her stomach in my bed, paging through a magazine when I get back from my shower. Apparently she was serious about staying the night. I hand her my brush and she goes to work on my hair. “If you like long hair so much, why don’t you grow yours out?” I ask.


    She snorts. “I don’t like long hair. I like your hair.” She’s quiet for a while and that makes me nervous. Kam’s only quiet when she’s contemplating or conspiring. Neither of which ever lead to any good.


    “What are you thinking about?”


    The brush pauses. “Do you really want to know?”


    I turn around to face her, pulling my legs under me. “That’s why I asked.”


    She moves the brush through her own hair and looks at the wall. “I was kind of, sort of thinking, a tiny bit…about Jaxon. Is that totally creepy?”


    I smile at her and she returns it. “I don’t think that’s creepy at all. He’s gotten sexy, right? Do you like him?”


    She shifts and hugs the brush to her chest. “I’ve always had a little crush on him, but he’s younger than us.”


    “Damn, Kam the cougar wants a piece of the sexy, young stud.” I want to tell her what Jax said earlier, about her being pretty, but his threat is fresh in my mind. “Do you want me to talk to him?” I ask instead. “See if I can set something up?”


    She bites her lip. “That’s not too junior high?”


    “Probably, but who gives a shit? I don’t. I’m sure he won’t. And I think you would be cute together.”


    “I do too,” she sighs. “Ugh. It feels like we’re kids all over again.”


    “You want me to pass him a note?” I tease.


    She makes a face at me. “I don’t want to pass notes. I want him in my bed, doing very grown-up things to me.”


    “Well, that escalated rather quickly.”


    She shrugs, unabashed. “The boy is a sex god and I want to lay on his alter.”


    “You know you’re going to Hell, right?”


    “Worth it,” she trills, a devious smile spreading her lips. “Okay, I’m going to take a shower.” Then she wiggles her eyebrows. “Better make it a cold shower.”


    “Ew,” I say, pretending to be engrossed with her magazine. As soon as she’s gone, I hop up, peeking out the window to make sure there are still lights on next door. Several windows glow brightly and I’m about to leave when I remember the note. My eyes slide across the line. The note’s gone. My stomach twists and I smile.


    He got it.


    I race down the stairs, my feet sliding on the bottom step. I grab the banister to keep from performing a face plant in the entryway.


    “I’m going next door,” I call to Dad. The screen door bangs behind me and I hop off the steps. I decide in the few seconds it takes me to reach Benji’s porch that there is no reason for all my anxiety. He was my best friend since the time I could walk. And when your friend comes back after being away for three years, you should visit him. Yes, I confessed my love to him before he left, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t still my friend. I mean, if he’s been avoiding me because he’s worried I want more than friendship and he doesn’t, I can be friends. I can. It’s better than nothing. Right? And besides, I’m not really coming over here for him. I’m here for Kameron and Jax. Like a pimp.


    After a deep breath, I knock on the screen door, shifting back and forth on my bare feet, now damp from the grass. Jaxon leans around the armchair he’s lounging in, craning his neck to see who’s at the door. “Hey, Bri,” he says, surprised. He jumps up, coming to the door quickly.


    He stares at me for several seconds as if he’s unsure what he should do, so I decide to help him out. “Are you going to invite me in?”


    With a glance over his shoulder, he opens the door. “Yeah, sure. What’s up?”


    “Well,” I say, “I’m here for two reasons. One, on behalf of Kameron. And second, to see Benji. Where is he?”


    Jaxon steps in between me and the stairs as he scratches his head. His dark hair stands up messily. “Sleeping, I think. What about Kameron?”


    I move around him into the living room, shifting so I have a clear path to the staircase. “You know how earlier you were talking about how you thought she was pretty?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “I didn’t tell her, but I can if you want me to.” I hold up a hand when one of his black brows rises suspiciously. “The reason I ask is because she wanted me to set something up with you. Because she’s into you.” I smile and cross my arms over my chest. “Not that I can imagine why,” I tease.


    He returns the smile. “Is she now?”


    “Yep. You should go talk to her.” Taking advantage of his momentary distraction with the current turn of events, I take several steps until I’m at the bottom of the staircase. “And while you do that, I’m going to go talk to Benji.”


    He whirls around. “No, you can’t. He’s sleeping, I said.”


    I’m backing up, one step at a time. “It’s all right, his light’s on. I checked before I came over.” I’m halfway up now. “I’m not sure why you keep covering for him, but if he doesn’t want to see me, he’s going to have to tell me himself.”


    Jaxon shakes his head and lunges at me, his hand sliding around my wrist. “Briar, you can’t go up there.”


    I have no time to think, only react. I’m so shocked by his behavior, I jerk my arm back and run the rest of the way. Just as I reach Benji’s door, it opens and we’re face to face. His eyes widen—apparently I was the last person he expected to catch outside of his room—and he literally stumbles back as if he’s afraid of me.


    “Briar.” That’s it. That’s all he says, yet I hear several different emotions in my name. I stand there, not sure what to say. Not sure what to feel as I watch his face shift through the emotions his voice hinted at. Jaxon comes up behind me as Benji’s eyes burn into mine, holding me in place. He releases me slowly to look over my head at his brother. “Why did you let her in here?”


    I can’t help it, I back away from the desperation radiating off of him. Jaxon takes my shoulders and reverses me, steering me to the steps. As he pushes me forward, movement behind Benji catches my attention. I freeze, my hand on the railing stilling Jax’s attempt. A girl—a woman—with blonde hair peeks around Benji’s shoulder. I meet her dark eyes. I have a million questions on the tip of my tongue, but she doesn’t appear to be confused by my presence. Benji steps back, swinging his door closed, and Jax nudges me gently. I move down the steps in a daze and he doesn’t stop guiding me until we’re out the door. On the porch, I wrench away.


    “You shouldn’t have done that,” Jax says, but his voice is soft, sad almost. “You need to go home. And you probably shouldn’t come back here for a while.”


    I’m shaking. I can’t stop. I’m so hurt and angry. No, there’s no word for what I am right now. “What just happened?”


    “Ugh.” He rubs his palms over his face and groans. “Nothing I can explain.”


    “Why don’t you try?”


    He heaves himself down on the top porch step with a sigh. “I can’t.”


    “TRY,” I scream.


    “I. CAN’T.” He puts his head in his hands, shaking it slowly. “I’m not allowed, but believe me, Bri, I wish I could.”


    Nothing makes sense. I want to march right back in there and confront Benji. Force him to explain if Jaxon won’t. “What do you mean you aren’t allowed?” I wrap one arm across my stomach, suddenly feeling nauseated. He’s supposed to be my friend. I’ve missed him so badly.


    “He made me swear.”


    “He… Benji? I don’t understand. Please, Jax, give me something. Why does he hate me?”


    Jaxon shakes his head. “He…” He stands up and brushes past me pausing at the door. “This is how it is. You need to accept it. I’m sorry. I really am.” He goes inside, closing both doors. I hear the lock click in place and know there’ll be no answers tonight. There may never be answers.


    


    ~*~


    


    Mom and I help Dad in the field. Mom insists on bringing the CD player that runs on batteries. It’s bulky and I think the music coming from the speakers sounds weird, distorted, but Mom loves it. We listen to oldies, which I love, swaying our hips as we move down the row. Dad even comes over and swings Mom around, pulling her into his arms to dance. I watch them, only half nauseated by their show of affection. There are some people you can look at and know they’re truly happy. There’s this vibe they give off. The way their eyes meet and hold as if there’s nobody else in the world. The long smiles they share—full of secrets and memories. My parents are those people.


    I was one of those people, too, once. I glance over my shoulder at Benji’s house. The sun catches something in the window, glinting and shining. It burns my eyes as I stare at it. Memories attack and I’m reminded of the time Benji’s mom was in a rare state of soberness. We were nine, I think.


    She put on an old CD and we all jumped around, dancing and laughing on the front porch—Benji, Jaxon, Payton, and I.


    And then Shelby brought out a big basket filled with other old CDs. She had us go through them and pick the ones we thought looked pretty. I didn’t understand the task, sifting through them and reading the labels, searching for something I recognized. Shelby pulled me up beside her and took the discs from my hands.


    “Look,” she whispered, her soft cheek against mine. Shifting her hand, she made the sun reflect across my legs. “We’re going to make sun catchers. This side will be pretty every time light touches it.” She ran her fingers over the back. “But you need to choose the ones that you think look pretty on this side.” She flipped one over, showing me the front. “Don’t read the words, look at the pictures.”


    She helped me flip through the CDs, complimenting my choices. I chose one that had a picture of half an apple and she smiled. “This is one of my favorites.”


    After we had our disks arranged in the shapes we wanted, Shelby drilled little holes into them and showed us how to connect them with clear fishing line. As we stood there admiring them, I asked, “How will you listen to them now?”


    Shelby looked sad, her eyes seeming to look through our sun catchers. “I am listening to them.”


    Mom laughs and I blink, the past replaced with present. I’m momentarily blinded and I shield my eyes with my hand. When I look back to Benji’s window the light is gone.


    “All right, all right. Back to work,” Mom sighs. She fans herself and Dad kisses the top of her head then does the same to me.


    I focus on my work, humming along with the music, moving quickly, efficiently, robotically. A big hand takes hold of a stalk as I reach for it and I gasp, reeling around.


    “Don’t make me leave,” Jaxon murmurs. “Please.”


    That’s exactly what I want to do. I’m not welcome at his house, but he’s allowed in my field? But there’s this disturbing contrast in the expression on his face and the sad pleading in his warm brown eyes that makes me stop just as I’m opening my mouth to rant. His jaw is set, his brow narrowed as he peers down at me, but the rest of his face is childlike. Remorseful, I think. And those eyes…


    He should be sorry. He really hurt me. Although, I guess, if I’m being truly honest with myself, it wasn’t Jax who hurt me.


    It was Benji.


    I walk around him without a word and take the next stalk. We work in silence—except when Jax sings along with some of the songs—until Mom says it’s time to break for lunch. He glances over at me with puppy-dog-eyes and I sigh. With the wave of my hand, I say, “Come on.”


    Dad takes off his baseball cap and swats Jax’s shoulder with it. “Briar put you to work, huh?”


    “I volunteered,” he answers with a smile in my direction. I try to return it, but I think of Benji’s face the night before and it falters.


    Once inside, Mom pulls the fridge open and curses, an unusual occurrence for her. “Briar, can you and Jaxon run down to the store? I completely forgot I was supposed to pick up our order at noon.” She glowers at her watch. “It’s nearly one.”


    “I’ll go pick it up,” Jax offers a little too quickly and I know Benji must be working.


    “No, that’s all right. I need to exercise King anyway.” I narrow my eyes at him. “You can come along if you want.”


    Of course, Jaxon comes along, but I make him ride Grace this time. We’re nearly to his grandfather’s store when he offers to run in and pick up the groceries.


    I slide off King and tether him to a post, trying to mask the hurt his words cause. “You can’t keep me out of the store. This is so stupid. I have every right to shop here, same as anybody else. Benji is just going to have to live with it.”


    Nerves make my palms sweaty. I dry them on my pants and smooth my shirt. I’m covered in a fine, dusty film of yellow corn pollen. Awesome. Well, this is who I am. There is nothing to be ashamed of. Still, I brush myself off the best I can and run shaky fingers through my red locks, trying to untangle the bird’s nest caused by the wind. It’ll have to be good enough.


    Jax goes in before me, his bulky body blocking my view. I run into his back when he comes to an abrupt stop. “Briar needs to pick up her mom’s order,” he calls. I want to hit him, but I control myself and move around his thick frame in time to see Payton switch places with Benji behind the counter. Golden-brown eyes flick my way for just a moment as he hurries to the stockroom in the back.


    Suppressing an eye roll and an annoyed groan, I check the bags Payton places on the counter. Jaxon is busy looking through a magazine while he waits for me. I bite my lip and pretend to be looking for something specific. “Mom must have forgotten grapes.”


    “Oh, I’ll have Jaxon run on back and grab you some,” Payton says.


    “That’s okay. I know where they are. I’m kind of picky about my fruit. It’ll just take me a sec.” Without waiting for a reply I take off. Once I’m out of sight, I head straight for the stockroom. Benji owes me some kind of explanation and I’m determined to get it. Face to face.


    One door is propped open by several stacked boxes. I step lightly around them and peek into the large room. It’s darker here, only one overhead light shining. Its yellow glow barely illuminating a small section, but I would remember my way around this room with my eyes closed. I have so many good memories of this place.


    Boxes and crates cast shadows along the walls and I almost miss Benji. He’s seated on the floor, leaning against the wall with his eyes closed. As quietly as I can, I slowly approach his still form. Stopping in front of him, my tongue suddenly ties itself into a knot and I’m just staring at him like a creepy stalker. But oh, my God, he is so peaceful and…gorgeous. There’s no malice or fear evident in his features. His face is smooth, relaxed, and absolutely perfect. If I hadn’t watched him come back here a moment ago, I would think he was sleeping.


    Not sure how to go about this, I lower myself so I’m eye level with him, but make sure to give him a couple feet of space. I don’t care that he has a girlfriend living with him—if that’s what she is. He was my best friend for as long as I can remember. I want that back. I want to meet this girl and try to be happy for him. I want to be part of his life. If he can’t do that for me after all of our years of friendship, then he at least owes me a reason.


    I reach out, and although I want to touch his face, I gently brush my fingers over the back of his hand. His eyes fly open and we’re staring at each other. I’m completely lost in his eyes, all the feelings I’ve tried to push down come roaring to the surface. My stomach muscles tighten. I count my racing heartbeats.


    I get to four before he’s pushing himself to his feet. I do the same, but block his retreat as he attempts to move around me. He freezes, breathing hard, causing his chest to rise and fall quickly.


    “Why are you afraid of me?” I whisper, unable to mask the hurt in my voice.


    Something—some kind of emotion—passes over his face and he closes his eyes. “I’m not afraid of you.” He blinks and runs his tongue over his lips. “You’re not supposed to be in here.”


    “I know. I’ll leave.”


    His entire body sags in relief and I feel my eyebrows draw together. Out of everything, I think this hurts the most. How can he be so appeased by my promise to leave? “After,” I add, “you tell me why you refuse to see me.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “Why do you hate me, Benji?”


    What could I have possibly done to cause him to look at me this way?


    He pinches his eyes shut, cutting off any clue to what he’s thinking. He opens his mouth and I think he’s actually going to confess, to finally explain his actions to me. But he turns his head and yells.


    “Jaxon, get her out of here, please.”


    I jump as his voice fills the space between us. Jaxon stumbles past the boxes at the door and I scowl at him.


    “Don’t bother,” I say. “I’m going.” After two steps I spin around. Benji flinches. “I’m sorry. For whatever I did. You were my best friend. I missed you every single day. I don’t…understand…” Tears fill my eyes and that’s my cue to leave. Even though I want to run, and even though I want to cry more, I do neither. Payton stands outside the door, her hands knotted in her shirt. I blink rapidly as I brush past her.


    “Jax,” Payton murmurs. “Help her with the bags and get her home.” She steps forward and places her hand on my arm. “I’m sorry, Briar.”


    I pause, feeling a shudder run through me. She’s sorry. For what? I wish someone would explain what the hell is going on because I don’t understand.


    Jax puts his arm around my shoulder and I allow him to guide me outside, mostly because I need someone to lean on right now. “I’m going to get the bags and I’ll be right back.”


    I nod. Whatever. I feel like an idiot. Seriously, it’s not the end of the world. Why am I trembling so badly? This is completely ridiculous. No, pathetic is a more fitting word. Fuck this. Fuck Benji. I’ve been perfectly fine without him. I could care less whether he likes me or not.


    Ugh. I’m a shit liar even when I’m lying to myself.


    I’m still trying to talk my emotions off the ledge when Jax gets back. He knows better than to talk to me, busying himself instead with tying off the bags and releasing our horses.


    Terrible thoughts and unanswered questions chase one another around my mind as we head home. It’s driving me crazy. How can someone be your friend for seventeen years and then suddenly hate you? How does that happen? And why does everyone seem to know what is going on except me? Shouldn’t I know? Don’t I deserve to know?


    I notice movement from the corner of my eye. I bring Kingston to a halt and gasp as I understand what I’m seeing. Thick black smoke claims the air, billowing off the house past the empty field as we come over the bridge. Flynn’s home is in flames. Without realizing what I’m doing, I flick the reins, coaxing Kingston into a full gallop. There’s only one thing on my mind.


    Flynn.


    “Briar, WAIT,” Jaxon yells.


    I don’t hesitate. Although I’m going as fast as I can, it feels like it’s taking forever to get there. Flynn’s mom is stumbling across the yard, her hands extended in front of her. Her face is masked in horror. The pure terror morphs her usually beautiful features into something so grotesque I’ll never be able to erase the image from my memories. I know she’s screaming. I can hear her, but I don’t understand what she’s saying. And, God, I can feel her fear. I rake my eyes to the other side of their property. Flynn’s father, Axel, is on his knees. A man I don’t recognize is looming over him, something raised over his head. To see Axel, a bear of a man, so large in size, brought to his knees is devastating. I can’t stop the bile from rising in my throat.


    But this is not what has Flynn’s mother running and screaming. Because now that I’m closer, I understand what she’s saying.


    “NO Flynn. STOP.” She falls to the ground, sliding across the grass. Her body twists in ways a forty-something-year-old shouldn’t move as she rolls over the ground. I think I hear the fracturing of a bone, or maybe it’s the roof of their home splitting into flames, I’m just not sure.


    Flynn’s running from the direction of the barn, hurtling toward the man in front of his dad. What Mrs. Amos sees—what Flynn does not see—is another man on his heels. Only, this man has a gun. The silver steel of the gun glints in the sunlight, casting a glare across the man’s face as he points it directly at Flynn’s back.


    I don’t have even one second to process. It’s all happening too quickly. In the time it takes me to look from one side of the yard to the other, a deafening crack fills the air, and Flynn’s feet leave the ground before he careens, face first, into the dirt.


    No. Oh, my God. No.


    Kingston spooks and bucks. I dig my heels into his sides, but I’ve lost all control of him. He turns away from the fire, away from the men with guns, and goes in the direction of home. I want to stop. I want to help them. I have to help them. They’re like my second family.


    I love them.


    I yank on the reins and King slows, but he refuses to stop. Inhaling deeply and preparing myself for the pain, I throw my leg over and slide from the saddle. My feet hit hard, my knees buckling. The air is forced from my lungs as I hit the earth on my side and continue to roll too many times to count. As I lie on my back fighting for breath, ashes fall from the sky. They float ever so slowly down.


    Down.


    Down.


    A breeze sweeps through, spinning them up high into the sky before whisking them away.


    When I finally find my air, it’s filled with smog. I choke and gag, but pull myself up to my feet and run. There’s another gunshot and my legs falter.


    Please. Please no more.


    I catch myself with my fingers and push back up. A third shot is fired. I’m knocked down, tackled from behind. Pain shoots through my midsection and I think I cry out. I must because my throat feels raw.


    No. No. No. No.


    Please. Please, no.


    Jaxon’s lips press against my ear. “Stay down,” he pants. “I don’t think they’ve seen us.” I struggle, unable to breathe under his weight. “Shh. It’s all right. They’re leaving. They’re leaving. Hold still.”


    I wiggle my hand underneath me and pry the cell phone from my pocket. I yank my arm out from under my and Jaxon’s weight and dial 911. Before I can hit the send button, Jax knocks it from my fingers, sending it sliding down the hill.


    I squirm beneath him, trying to scream in outrage. He folds his hand securely over my mouth, silencing me before I can make a sound. A car roars to life, followed by another. The ground crackles as tires roll over debris. Debris that was once Flynn’s home. Minutes pass before Jaxon lifts himself off me and pulls me to my feet. I try to take a full breath, but it’s so full of smoke and ash, it hurts, and I choke again.


    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I cry. Tears sting my eyes and clog my throat. “We need to call the police.”


    Jax jabs a finger in the direction the cars went. “Did you see their cars? Fucking, Christ, Briar. Those were the fucking cops. You call them, they’re coming back to kill us.”


    What? No. I try to remember what I saw. It happened so quickly. My focus was on the Amoses not the men’s cars. I close my eyes and replay the scene. The man standing in front of Axel, the one with his arm poised for attack—it was a police baton he held. My body trembles as I recall the other man. The bullet striking Flynn, hitting him with such force he was airborne for a moment. Then he landed in front of a car, his face smacking the dirt drive. And the car… It wasn’t one of our small, local police, but it was a cop car. Why would police do this? Why would anybody do this?


    I look up at Jax. His face is unusually pale. His hands are fisted at his sides. “What do we do?” I ask shakily.


    “They threw them in the barn.” He takes my hand and pulls me along. My heart stammers when I reorient myself, my gaze finding the barn. Threw them? Like they were nothing more than trash. Just tossed them in to burn.


    I think I’m going to throw up.


    The barn’s ablaze. The heat is a being all its own. So hot my skin tingles with pain. Three motionless bodies lie face down just inside. The wood, stains, and paints the Amoses use for their furniture work act as an accelerant, feeding the fire.


    “I’m going to see if they’re alive. Stay here.” Jax hesitates just before the doorway, but only for a moment. Sliding to his knees, he places two fingers to Axel’s throat feeling for a pulse. He leans over placing an ear to his chest. When he crawls over the body, I can see blood on the side of his face. I shiver, despite the raging heat. Axel. The giant, intimidating man was one of the nicest people I have ever known. Why would anybody do this to him? How could they do this to him? He didn’t deserve this.


    Next is Flynn. Again, two fingers to the throat, ear to the chest. Tears stream down my face as Jax steps over Flynn to check his mom.


    Don’t step over him. No. No. No. This can’t be happening.


    Every kiss we shared, every touch, every smile—it all comes rushing back. Every laugh, every dance, every argument.


    Please let this be a dream. Just a nightmare.


    Just a horrible nightmare.


    I realize I’m shaking my head from side to side and try to stop, but the urge is too strong. Not Flynn. Not Flynn. Please, not Flynn.


    “Briar, I need your help. Get his feet, quick.”


    Somehow my legs carry me forward. His feet? “Is he…?” I can’t say it.


    Jax is standing over an unconscious Flynn. He shakes his head. “He’s alive.”


    I snap out of it and grip the hems of his jeans. I work in fields nearly every day, I shovel out the horse stalls and lift bales of hay. I’m strong despite my size. But Flynn is so big, I barely get his long legs off the ground. It doesn’t matter, though. It’s enough. Jaxon pivots, backing out of the barn, and we don’t stop until we hit the road.


    Grace is tied to a tree behind a network of bushes. Jax brings her over and we manage to slide Flynn sideways over the saddle on his stomach. His body is wet with sweat, soaking through his clothes and he’s smeared with blood and soot. He doesn’t even look like himself.


    “I don’t know what to do now,” Jax pants. “I’m not sure which direction they turned.”


    “We have to get his parents,” I rasp.


    “They’re dead, Briar.”


    I choke back more bile. “We can’t leave them to burn, Jax. We can’t…” Images of dinners spent with this family, helping Flynn’s mom in the kitchen, flash through my mind like streaks of lightning. The times Axel took me into the barn and tried his damndest to teach me how to carve a piece of wood. “It’s not right.”


    Jaxon grabs my arms. “Bri, we can’t. The barn’s ready to come down and we need to help Flynn. He still has a chance.”


    I nod. My chest feels tight. This is so wrong. So horribly wrong. I cover my face as I say the next words. “It’s closer to go back to the store.” My voice cracks. I can’t stop shaking.


    “We won’t be helping him at all, or ourselves, if those guys are in town.”


    We have to make a decision and quickly. The wrong choice could be deadly, for all of us. I don’t like having this responsibility. It terrifies me. What if I make a mistake? Flynn makes a gurgling sound that chills me to my core. There’s no more time.


    “Go into town,” I say. “Get help. I’ll take him to my house. My parents will know what to do.”


    “What if they went that way? They’ll see you.”


    “I’ll stay off the road. Just hurry.” Now that I know what I have to do, I don’t think. I just do it. I take Grace’s reins and lead her into the tall grass. It’s almost high enough to cover Flynn, draped limply over the saddle. I tug, urging my dad’s horse forward as I begin to run. Her slow trot is still much quicker than I can keep up with, but I grip the leather straps tightly, pumping my legs to stay beside her. Flynn’s head bobs with each of Grace’s steps.


    The shame I feel is nearly overwhelming. How could we leave Flynn’s parents to burn? I push it down and run faster. We can still save him. I repeat it in my head like a mantra. We can still save Flynn.


    As soon as I see our driveway, I cry out in relief as I smack Grace on the ass. She knows the way home and will move quicker without me.

  


  


  


  
    12


    Benji


    


    I feel like shit for the way I acted with Briar. I wish I could tell her everything, make her understand. It’s not her. It’s me. It’s the loser I’ve become. It’s the danger I pose.


    I need to be free of all this—of the drugs and of Delphi—before it’s safe enough to be near her. She deserves so much more than I can give her right now. Keeping my distance keeps her safe. If Delphi knew about her—knew how much I care about her—he’d hurt her to get to me. I can’t let that happen, no matter how hard it is to stay away.


    Jaxon bursts through the doors, scaring the living shit out of me. But I don’t know real fear until I notice the blood on the side of his face, adhering his hair to his temple. My eyes trail down silently, taking in more blood, dirt, and soot. I can smell the smoke rolling off him.


    Maybe two seconds pass before I’m throwing myself over the counter. “What happened?” I grip his arm, tugging him toward me. I run my fingertips across his hairline, searching for the wound.


    “It’s not mine,” he pants.


    And then my vision blurs.


    No.


    NO.


    “Where is she?” I croak.


    He shakes his head and I release him. He stumbles back a step. “She’s okay. I sent her back to her house.” And then he just stops. His eyes gloss with unshed tears as he shakes his head slowly, his lips pressing together tightly.


    “What. Happened.”


    “Delphi’s guys,” he murmurs. My blood runs cold, like ice crystals through my veins. “It had to be them. They shot Flynn and killed his parents.” The last word barely makes it out of his mouth before he’s sobbing. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen my brother cry. And most of those were from childhood. I don’t think he even cried for our mother.


    “They’re dead, Benji. Because of us.”


    No. Because of me. This is all me. This is my fault.


    “Is Flynn…?” I can’t bring myself to say it.


    “He’s alive. For now. Briar’s taking him back to her house.” He scrubs his palms across his face, unknowingly smearing red over his skin.


    “What?” It’s barely more than a whisper.


    “I didn’t know what else to do…” He looks at me helplessly, his eyes wide. Scared.


    That’s it. She’s involved. This is exactly what I was so afraid of.


    Payton pushes a cart down the aisle in our direction and it snaps me out of my thoughts. “There’s been an accident,” I tell her. “Jax and I need to go. Stay here and keep your mouth shut and eyes open.”


    She does a double take after noticing Jax’s appearance. “Oh, my God. What’s going on?”


    “I’m fine,” he reassures her.


    “Jax?” She takes a step toward him, her hands reaching for him.


    “I’m okay. I swear. It’s Flynn’s.”


    I turn away and head for the first aid aisle. Why would Delphi go after Flynn? I haven’t seen him since I came back. I close my eyes, trying to concentrate on my current task. Two rows over I hear Payton say, “It’s happening, isn’t it?”


    Jaxon doesn’t reply. He doesn’t need to. She knows. We all know.


    Delphi found us.

  


  


  


  
    13


    Briar


    


    I scream for Dad as loud as I can and force myself to keep running.


    Mom comes out of the house at the same time Dad makes it out of the cornfield. Both are sprinting, moving faster than I’ve ever witnessed before.


    Mom stops Grace, her face masked with fear. Dad doesn’t stop until we reach each other. He pulls me into his arms as I gasp for air. “What happened? Are you hurt?”


    “Flynn,” I cry. “They shot him. They shot him, Dad.”


    He pushes me back, but doesn’t let go of me. His eyes trail from my head to my toes. “Who?”


    “I don’t know. Some men. Four of them. They shot them all.” My voice rises with hysteria and I feel fresh tears pool in my eyes. “Dad, they were cops.”


    He grips my shoulders painfully and pulls me to his chest once again, stroking my hair. “Okay. It’s okay.” Finally he releases me and he and Mom attempt to get Flynn into the house.


    “Briar, go hose Grace down,” Dad instructs. “Get rid of any traces of blood.”


    I do as he says, even though I want to stay with Flynn. Removing the bags of groceries, I place them all into a basket and begin spraying the blood off of Grace as quickly as possible. Just as I finish, King trots into the barn as if nothing ever happened. I glare at him for several heartbeats then spray him down as well to get rid of the dark soot.


    Bags in hand, I go inside, afraid of what I’ll find. Mom helps me with the groceries, throwing everything into the sink to be rinsed. “How is he?” I ask.


    Jaxon and Benji burst through the door before she has a chance to answer me. I jump half my height. Benji pauses when he sees me, golden eyes moving over me like Dad’s did before.


    “We got some bandages and pain killers, some alcohol. I don’t know—there’s a bunch of shit here.” Jax thrusts the bags at my mom.


    “I can help,” Benji says.


    “Wait a minute,” Dad commands from the doorway. “Everybody calm down. Flynn needs a doctor—”


    “You can’t take him to the hospital,” Benji insists. “Delphi has cops on his payroll. We go walking into a hospital, cops will get called.”


    Dad shakes his head slowly. “I know these guys, Benji. I went to school with half the guys on the force. These are good men. Friends.”


    “I’ve seen good men do horrible things,” Benji says softly. “If Delphi can’t buy you, he’ll use whatever he can against you.”


    Who the hell is Delphi? Is he the one? The guy that shot Flynn?


    “Do we even know it was our officers?” Mom asks. “I just can’t see them doing something like this.”


    “Delphi always comes prepared. Do you really want to take that chance?”


    Mom’s gaze flicks to Dad, and they stare hard at one another. Though neither says a word, it’s clear they’re communicating. They both turn their attention to me and Mom shakes her head. “I just don’t know what to do.”


    “We take care of him and go from there,” Benji replies. His voice is firm, unrelenting, but soft, all at the same time.


    “Okay,” Dad agrees. He opens his mouth to say more, but nothing comes. He shakes his head and turns into the family room.


    “We need to move him upstairs,” Mom says. “To the guest room. I don’t want him down here where anyone can see.”


    Jaxon and Benji nod in agreement and Mom turns her attention to me. “Go clean up, Briar.”


    


    ~*~


    


    I thought a shower was the last thing I wanted, but as soon as the hot water hits my skin, washing away Flynn’s blood and the ash from the fire, I start scrubbing as hard as I can. I need it off.


    My ribs hurt as I reach for the shampoo. Bruises have started forming down my side. Now that I’m standing still, I realize I can’t seem to get a big enough breath. Even now, away from the smoke, my lungs still refuse to expand. There’s a tap on the door and it opens before I have a chance to respond.


    “I brought you some clean clothes,” Mom murmurs. “I’m taking your other ones so we can get rid of them.”


    I bob my head even though she can’t see it. “How’s Flynn?” I ask hoarsely.


    “I’m not sure yet.” Her voice is strained. I can tell she’s trying hard not to cry. “They got the bullet out and they’re stitching him up right now.”


    Wait. My hands go still in my hair mid-wash. “They took the bullet out? Who? How did they know how to do that?”


    She’s quiet too long and it worries me. I pull the curtain aside enough to see her. She brushes away the tears on her cheeks quickly. “Mom?”


    “Apparently Benji’s done it before.” Her posture stiffens. “Hurry up. Jaxon needs to clean up, too. The sooner the better,” she says, cutting off my next question. I watch her gather my clothes and hurry out of the bathroom, leaving me alone with my confused thoughts.


    I rush through my shower and dress quickly before going to the guest bedroom, which doubles as our office, and peek inside. Dad’s standing at the end of the bed, his arms crossed tightly. Benji’s finishing with the bandage and Jax hands him the tape to hold it in place.


    “That’s all we can do for now,” Benji says, straightening up. Dad nods and puts his arm around Mom’s waist. Jax notices me then.


    He glances back at Benji. “You need to check her. I think she might have broken something.”


    “I’m fine,” I lie. I’ll never be fine again. My body hurts, but it’ll heal. My heart, on the other hand, will never mend. I will never un-see what happened to Flynn and his family. I’ll never forget.


    Benji stares at me, his eyes moving over my body again, only slower this time. Searching.


    “She jumped from Kingston while he was in a full run. Hit the ground pretty hard. And I…kinda tackled her.” Jaxon swallows, eyes darting from person to person. “I had to. She was trying to go after Flynn.” He clears his throat. “Anyway, she wasn’t breathing right and she’s been holding her side like that.” He dips his head in my direction and I drop my hand. I didn’t even realize I was doing it.


    “Shouldn’t you be getting cleaned up?” I remind him.


    “Yes, come on Jaxon,” Mom says. “I’ll get you a towel.”


    His eyes meet mine as he turns for the door. He raises one eyebrow as his shoulders lift in an unapologetic shrug, but he doesn’t say anything more.


    “Honey, if you’re hurt you need to tell us,” Dad says.


    There are so many other things—bigger problems—to worry about.


    When I don’t answer, Benji takes a step back and wipes his palms across his jeans. “Briar, raise your hands above your head,” he says quietly, but with so much authority it’s clear it’s not a request.


    So I turn and walk away.


    I can’t deal with this shit right now. Can’t deal with him. Flynn should be in the hospital. Benji should not be playing doctor. The police shouldn’t be murdering innocent people. And who the hell is Delphi? I choke back tears as I hurry down the steps.


    I’m rinsing the remaining groceries, seeing what is salvageable, and trying to keep busy so I don’t fall apart, when Benji comes up behind me.


    “Bri, I’m worried about you.”


    God, that nickname. The sound of it brings so many feelings to the surface. And then I realize what he said. He’s worried about me? He sure as shit could have fooled me.


    I laugh. It sounds so clearly bitter and scared at the same time. I cringe internally. “Really, Benji? I can’t believe you think enough about me to be worried.”


    “All I do is think about you,” he murmurs, his voice thick with emotion. I go completely still, afraid to move, to even breathe. I’m grateful my back is still turned to him so he can’t see my face.


    “I can tell from here your breathing is shallow. Let me make sure you didn’t puncture your lung at least.”


    Shifting from one foot to the other, I drop the can in the sink and turn around. He moves in front of me slowly, eyes fixed on mine. I press my back against the counter. This close I can see the few freckles that dot his cheeks and nose. Every strand of hair the sun has highlighted. The fullness of his lips. The day’s worth of growth on his chin.


    His long dark lashes drop as he looks down at me. I shiver.


    He reaches around my side, turning off the faucet, and his arm brushes against mine. I notice his hand is shaking and know undoubtedly mine would be too if I weren’t clutching the countertop for dear life.


    Our faces are so close—I can feel the warmth of his breath on my skin, see the pulse as it beats in his neck—and I have to force myself not to turn my head into him to see what he smells like, or how good he tastes.


    “I need to see.” He gestures toward my shirt. “All right?”


    I nod and his fingers slide the fabric over my stomach, revealing the bruised skin. A small intake of breath is his only reaction as I stare at his downturned head. “Can you take a deep breath?” he asks. I laugh dryly because it occurs to me that I’ve been holding my breath since he stepped in front of me. As soon as I do, though, I regret it. It hurts so badly. My laugh morphs into a low groan.


    I startle as his fingers brush against the injured ribs. “Sorry, I just have to feel…” He looks up at me, his words trailing off. We both go still as our eyes meet. And nothing makes sense. Just a couple hours ago he didn’t want me anywhere near him. Now he’s telling me I’m all he thinks about. The way he’s looking at me right now is not how one looks at somebody they hate. His gaze is searing into me, heated and full of desire.


    None of this matters right now because Flynn’s parents were murdered. Flynn could die.


    “Benji.” It’s barely more than a whisper. A softly spoken plea.


    “I’ve missed you, Briar. You have no idea how much.”


    I hear the floor creak as someone descends the staircase. Benji withdraws his hand and clears his throat. “I think you just bruised your ribs,” he explains as Dad comes into the kitchen. “It’s hard to say for sure without an X-ray. Either way, there’s not much you can do. It just has to heal.” He scratches his chin and glances at Dad. “Uh, if I remember correctly, you’ll have to take deep breaths, even if it hurts. And sleep with your head propped…? It keeps you from developing pneumonia or something.”


    All I’m capable of is a nod. Who is this guy? How the hell does he know this?


    “Thanks, Benji. I appreciate it.” Dad turns to me. “I want you to go keep an eye on Flynn. I need to talk to Benji alone.”


    That sounds ominous. I take the steps two at a time in my hurry to get away.


    


    ~*~


    


    I’m not sure when exactly I fell asleep, but I wake up to hushed voices. And I immediately understand what a mistake it was to nap in the chair with my upper body resting on the bed next to Flynn. Pushing myself up, I try to stifle my gasp of pain.


    Flynn’s still asleep—or unconscious, I guess—but his color is better. I place my palm to his forehead, checking for fever.


    “He’s doing better,” Benji says quietly and I nearly jump out of my seat. Jaxon laughs at me, his dimples making an appearance. I ignore him and try to get up, but damn does it hurt.


    “Here.” Benji extends cupped fingers to me and drops a pill into my hand. “For the pain.” I place it on my tongue and take the glass he hands me next. “It’s pretty strong so I wouldn’t suggest going far.”


    It’s not like I forgot, but looking at Flynn brings back this afternoon and I feel my entire body convulse. Poor Flynn. He’s lost everything. His parents, their home, their way of life. I take his hand, running my fingers over the rough calluses.


    “Why did this happen?” I don’t direct the question to anyone in particular—hell, I don’t even expect a response—so it surprises me when Jax answers.


    “They’re here for us.”


    “What?” I whisper.


    Benji drops his head into his one hand and Jax shakes his head slowly. “Mom got mixed up into some shit and…it killed her.” Jax replies. “Bad shit, Bri. Really bad shit. She owed this guy, Delphi, money. Her debt rolls onto us.” He lets his hand fall into his lap and shakes his head. “Only, we can’t pay. We don’t have jack-shit. So we ran.”


    I don’t understand. I know I’m not getting anywhere close to the whole story. “What does that have to do with Flynn’s family?”


    Benji lifts his head, his eyes focused on Flynn’s face. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense. The only reason I can think of is Flynn and I talked sometimes,” he says, his eyes hooded with regret. “It wasn’t often, but his number was in my contacts. The night…the night they came for Mom, they took my phone. Maybe they found his number and looked him up?”


    I’m trying to get past the part where Flynn and Benji talked. I never knew that. Flynn never told me. He never even told me he knew where Benji was. I know this isn’t the time to focus on that, but it’s still there. The betrayal burns in my chest.


    “Did you recognize them?” I ask Jaxon. “Were those the guys?”


    He shakes his head, unsure. “Delphi, he has people on his payroll everywhere.”


    “Delphi’s guys follow a ‘no one left alive’ clause,” Benji states. “Three shots.” He touches a finger to his head. “One to the head.” He brings the finger down to his chest. “Two to the heart. Flynn was shot once—in the back. It was unorganized. Sloppy. My guess, these were outside hires. Probably dirty cops.”


    Dirty cops actually exist? “Why cops? I don’t understand.” The police are supposed to protect and serve. Not murder and pillage.


    “This goes so deep, Briar. The less you know the better.”


    It’s a little too late for that now. “Would dirty cops drive all the way from California? That seems pretty damn risky.”


    Benji’s eyebrows furrow as he stares at me, crinkling in confusion. “We never made it to California. Didn’t Flynn tell you?”


    “Tell me what?”


    I watch Benji’s face roll through one emotion after another before he pulls it back in. “We’ve been in Michigan—Detroit. We stopped there to meet up with one of Mom’s friends and never left.”


    “Never had the money to leave,” Jax adds.


    I close my eyes, fighting off the fierce stab of Flynn’s betrayal. “He never told me,” I breathe. Benji’s eyes are on me again. I can feel their weight as they slide over my face, soaking in every feature. I wish I knew what it is he sees when he looks at me like that. What he’s thinking.


    “How much money?” I ask. I have my savings, my college fund. It’s theirs. Hell, if they can make this go away, protect themselves, they can have everything I own.


    Jax laughs without humor. “Way too damn much.”


    “I have money,” I insist. “I can help.”


    Benji smiles weakly at me. “We don’t want you involved in this anymore than you already are. It wouldn’t be enough anyway.”


    “How do you know? How much do you need?”


    “Do you think people are dying over candy money?” Benji asks. “Just let it go and stay out of it.”


    “If you can’t tell, I’m already in it,” I hiss.


    Benji glares at Jaxon for several seconds, his nostrils flaring. “You weren’t supposed to be.”


    “Too damn late,” I state. Benji watches me, his eyes boring into mine, and making me feel dizzy. “Give me a number.”


    He chuckles darkly. “Half a million.”


    “Dollars?” I ask stupidly, but seriously. What the hell?


    “No, acts of kindness,” Benji deadpans. “Yes, fucking dollars. And it doesn’t matter anyway. At this point, Delphi doesn’t want the money. He wants my balls on a silver fucking platter. Can you help with that?”


    “She’s just trying to help,” Jax mutters. “Don’t be a dick.”


    “I agree,” I add. We stare at each other—Benji and I—our eyes locked, and something in his gaze is unsettling, but before I can put my finger on it, a wave of nausea hits. The room spins and suddenly my head feels much too heavy for my neck to support.


    “Something’s wrong,” I whisper. My voice sounds far away and it scares me. I try to stand, but I seriously forget how to make my legs work. Something about this is so funny to me. I try not to laugh because we were in the middle of a very serious and morbid conversation, but the harder I try to fight it, the more I want to laugh.


    “I think the pain pill kicked in,” Jax says with a chuckle, which releases my repressed giggles. They spill out of me like a bursting dam. I blink slowly, his image blurring in and out of focus.


    “Little Benji,” I sigh. “You make me laugh.” I nearly fall off my chair. Jax grips my arm, keeping me upright. His smile sags into a frown.


    “This isn’t normal. She’s acting drunk.” He casts a worried look at Benji who’s already moving over to me.


    “I probably should have cut it in half.”


    “She hasn’t eaten all day,” Jax says. “Should I get her some food?”


    “Yeah, that should help. Get her some juice too,” Benji orders.


    “You drugged me,” I laugh. “I’m not in as much pain though.” Then I look down at Flynn and I’m so incredibly sad. The humor dies in my throat. “Is he in pain? I don’t want him to be in pain.”


    “No, Bri. He’s all right, I promise.”


    I sniffle. “Are you sure? I’ve hurt him so much.”


    Benji fixes his eyes on me. “I’m sure. He doesn’t feel anything right now.” I try to stand and this time I make it. For about five seconds. The room spins again and I stumble, catching myself on the bed, which apparently I find hilarious because I’m in a fit of giggles again. And feeling horrendously guilty over it. How can I find anything remotely funny after what happened today? Something is very wrong with me.


    Benji takes my hand, helping me stand. The warmth of his grip causes me to shiver as memories flash through my mind. I sway and he holds me tighter. “I think it may be safer if you’re in your own room.”


    “I like my room,” I say slowly, my words slurring. “My bed is soft.”


    “Uh-huh.” He doesn’t let go of me until I’m sitting on my bed. I bounce up and down and he laughs quietly, lowering himself onto the bench at the foot of my mattress. It’s so good to see him laugh. Before I even consider what I’m doing, I caress my thumb over one of his dimples, my fingers embracing his jaw.


    Both of our laughter subsides immediately. I drop my hand into my lap. “You got my note,” I guess.


    He swallows and his Adam’s apple moves in his throat. I have the sudden urge to touch that, too, so I do. My fingers graze it gently and he catches my hand causing my stomach to flip-flop like butterflies doing summersaults. “Yes.”


    “You didn’t send one back.” We’re staring again. Normally I would be nervous, but right now all my inhibitions ran off, leaving me to fend for myself.


    His voice is so warm and inviting when he says, “I wanted to.” He still has my hand pinned to his chest. I can feel his heart beating against my palm. I move closer.


    “Then why didn’t you?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “I thought about you every single day, Benji. And not just like, ‘oh hey, I wonder how Benji’s doing.’ I thought about the way you made me laugh, our notes, the tree house.” I take a shaky breath. “Your eyes, your lips.” I pause, fixated on his mouth. I lick my lips and continue. “I thought about the way you used to kiss me, and the way I told you I loved you.” I shift away from him, staring down at my knees. “Is that why you wouldn’t talk to me? Because you don’t feel the same way? Because you have a girlfriend?”


    “Fuck, Briar,” he says, his voice low, raw.


    “There you are,” Jaxon sighs as he saunters over to the bed. He hands me a plate with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. It’s my favorite. I focus on it, trying to decide if I’m hungry or not. “Eat. You’re too skinny,” he says as he sets a glass of orange juice on my nightstand.


    I glower at Jax. “You’re too judgmental.”


    “You’re too sensitive.”


    “You’re too mean.”


    “You’re too skinny.”


    “You said that already.”


    “Well I felt it needed brought up again. Eat your sandwich. Maybe if you had more meat on your bones you wouldn’t have broken your ribs.”


    “Maybe if you wouldn’t have tackled me, you big ox.” Now I can’t breathe because I’m cracking myself up again, picturing Jax with large, thick horns. I lie back on my bed, resting the plate on my stomach, and take a bite of the sandwich. It’s the best thing I’ve ever eaten.


    “Mmm, Jax. This is a masterpiece.”


    He plucks it from my hand and takes a bite, which I find stupid—even in my inebriated state—when he’s telling me to eat.


    “I’m an artist.” He hands it back to me and I finish it quickly before he can take it again. I roll over and the plate clatters to the floor. I try to reach for it and nearly fall over the side. Benji catches me around the waist, which hurts like hell, and I look up at him. I like his hands around me way more than I probably should, regardless of the pain they’re causing. Both physically and emotionally.


    “You should sleep, Briar,” Benji says, his voice like sand paper.


    I shoot up, setting off another dizzy spell, and nearly whack him upside the head. “I don’t want to be alone.” Please. Not after today. Don’t leave me alone.


    Jax and Benji exchange glances. “I’ll stay,” Benji says. He pulls me back to the bed and I sit heavily.


    “I don’t believe you.” I hug my pillow to my chest, the recollection of Benji leaving me three years ago playing fresh in my head.


    “Go talk to Grandpa and Megan,” Benji instructs Jax, who arches a brow. “I’ll be here until she comes down.”


    “See? I knew it,” I grumble. And then I realize what he just said. Grandpa and Megan. So that’s her name.


    “Good luck with that,” Jax mumbles, poking his finger in my direction as he backs out the door.


    “I promise I’ll stay as long as you want me to. All right?” Benji moves beside me on the bed and helps me lie back. He leans over me, propping himself on an arm. “You have jelly right here.” He touches the corner of his own lip and smiles.


    I want him to lower his mouth to mine and lick it off. I want that so badly I can’t think of anything else. I know I’m looking at him stupidly, but why can’t he read my mind and do it already? Worse, why do I want this from him when I know he doesn’t feel the same way?


    He wipes his finger over my lip, removing the jelly, and sticks it in his mouth to lick it clean. I sigh and force my eyes away. Benji stands up and I reach for him.


    “Please don’t go.”


    “I told you I’ll stay,” he says, removing my hand. He leans against the wall and slides down to the floor. “Get some sleep.”
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    Benji


    


    I watch her eyes fall shut and I just stare at her.


    I want to go back next door, lock myself in my room, and get fucked up. I want to take myself away from all this shit, if only for a little while.


    But the fact that I promised to stay—the fact that she needs me—keeps me rooted in place. She’s my map—my compass. Every route, every arrow, every road points to her. And so, my eyes remain fixed on her profile.


    When we were kids, I spent so much time in this room. Nights on this very floor, looking up at her like I am now. I smile, remembering.


    I was ten when I realized I had feelings for Briar. Real feelings. I didn’t love her like my sister. I didn’t love her like my best friend, though she was, in fact, my very best friend. I didn’t love her like my old dog, Henry. But I loved her. I was completely devoted to Briar.


    I had no clue what it meant until her eighth birthday when she punched me in the face as if she hated me, and then hugged me like I was the only thing in the world that mattered.


    It all clicked into place that evening as I sat out on the porch, licking pink frosting off my dirty fingers. I didn’t like when Briar was mad at me. I couldn’t stand it when she cried. And I didn’t want to be on the receiving end of one of her punches ever again. But I would gladly let her hit me any time she wanted if it made her feel better. Especially if it ended in one of those hugs. Then I wondered if she had ever hit anyone else the way she did me. Or hugged them after. And the thought made me jealous and angry all at once.


    So as I sat there, searching for any last remnants of creamy frosting, I pondered how the idea of Briar punching another kid could get under my skin. And click. The little light bulb illuminated above my head and I realized, I didn’t want Briar to feel that strongly about anyone that wasn’t me. Because I wanted her to feel the same way I felt. And…I was in love with her. Not your ordinary puppy love. No hair pulling on the playground love, either. But real, true, once in a lifetime love.


    I was ten and I recognized that shit.


    And the most significant aspect was she knew it at eight.


    Maybe she hadn’t put it all together like I did, but she knew. She felt it.


    That’s why I ended up with a black eye and an aching heart.


    I close my eyes and sigh.


    We aren’t kids anymore. I wish to hell I could go back to that time, be young and carefree. But it’s never going to happen. That’s the thing about life—it keeps going on whether you’re ready for it or not. Sometimes it’s good, sometimes it’s bad, but it always is.

  


  


  


  
    15


    Briar


    


    I slept like a baby—or like somebody who’s been drugged. Which is probably why I’m so disoriented when I wake. My room is dark, which is weird because the clock on my nightstand reads 7:04 AM. Upon quick examination, by which I mean I manage to shift my head a few inches, I realize the window is covered with a thick blanket.


    The room is uncomfortably stuffy with the window blocked. I shove my blanket off me and my whole side hurts from the movement. I suck air through my teeth and force myself to sit up, causing blood to rush to my head. My feet touch the plush carpet and I sway for a second as I notice the big heap on the floor by the wall. I sink back onto the bed.


    He stayed. All night. Just like he said he would. Images from the past come rushing up around me.


    Benji was standing at the base of the waterfall. The fine mist slowly soaking his t-shirt, turning it from a light gray to a dark charcoal. I watched him raise the knife, face determined. “You ready?”


    “You don’t have to do this. I know you’ll come back.”


    He grinned at me, that lopsided smile that always drove me crazy. “Scared?”


    “No,” I said quickly. “I’ve never backed out of a pact. I won’t now. I just want you to know I believe you.”


    His face became serious, the smile fading. “I know you believe me. But this is our final pact. The most important one.”


    We stared at one another long enough for my stomach to pull tightly with yearning. I took the knife from his hand and gouged the fleshy part of my index finger. My eyes never left Benji’s. He mimicked my actions and we pressed our fingers together like we did when we were little.


    Benji took my finger, raising it very slowly, and put it in his mouth. His tongue slid over the gash, licking the remaining drop of blood. I was pretty sure I should be disgusted by this, but I wasn’t—not even a little. Doing the same, I took his hand in mine wrapping my lips around his bleeding finger. His chest heaved as his breathing deepened. There was a mild metal taste left on my tongue when he sluggishly pulled his finger away.


    “Since it’s our last…” I swallowed hard, trying to find the courage to say what I wanted so desperately to tell him. I shuddered, reminding myself of the few minutes we had left. “We need to seal it with a kiss.” Not what I really wanted to say, but maybe his mouth on mine would give me the nerve to tell him what I really wanted to.


    Benji didn’t say anything. Several seconds passed and I finally looked up at him. He was watching me, his eyes nearly glowing. And I realized he was waiting on me. He always liked me to kiss him first. I took a step closer, letting my body press into his as I stood on tiptoes. His arms encircled me and he lowered his head so I could reach his lips.


    Benji and I had shared kisses. Many of them. Full of love and hope. But this was different. This was goodbye.


    His mouth was warm and soft as it opened against mine. I don’t know how Benji always managed to make each kiss feel like the first. I still got goose bumps and butterflies every time his lips touched mine. His tongue swept across mine and everything inside of me reacted. Even though I was scared and my world was falling apart, my body arched into his in response. He deepened the kiss, his tongue tasting and memorizing. And it was the most amazing thing I had ever felt in my life. I knew at that moment what was being taken away from me, because I would have been happy to stay in that moment, kissing him forever.


    But that last few seconds was all I would get.


    It ended when Jaxon shouted from the top of the falls. “Benji, it’s time to go! Where are you?”


    We separated slowly and Benji took my face in his hands. He closed his eyes and touched his lips one last time to my forehead before turning away quickly. When he was almost out of view, I ran after him.


    “Benji, wait.”


    He turned back, his eyes shining. I threw myself into his arms, my legs wrapping around his waist as I hugged his neck tightly. “I love you Benjamin Borelli and I always will. Even when my heart no longer beats, it will still be filled with love for you.” I traced the symbol for infinity on his chest, over his heart. “Yours for eternity.”


    I didn’t look at his face. I didn’t want to know his reaction. I knew no matter what it was, it would hurt me. So before he had the chance to say anything, I slid down his body until my feet found ground. I whirled around and ran.


    As quietly as possible, I slide out of bed and tiptoe out the door. Mom and Dad aren’t in their room. I go to check on Flynn. He’s still sleeping, but he’s on his side now instead of his stomach. He feels cool and his face is peaceful. I brush his dark hair back, wishing he would wake up so I’d know he’s definitely okay. “I need to talk to my dad, but I’ll be back,” I murmur, though I know he can’t hear me.


    I search the house, but my parents are nowhere to be found. Panic grabs a hold of me, cutting off my air. Did those men come while I slept? Did they take my family? Hurt them?


    “Dad?” I call quietly. “Mom?”


    I move through the kitchen, checking the dining room again. “Mom? Dad?” There’s a lump clogging my throat by the time I make it back to the living room.


    “Daddy!” I’m screaming now. Images of Flynn’s parents lying facedown in the barn flash across my vision, and I swear I can smell smoke, feel the heat of the fire. “MOM. DAD.”


    There’s a shuffling, followed by a thud upstairs that sends me flying up the steps. Benji slams into me on his way down, and I feel my feet lift under me as I’m slammed back into the wall. His hands shoot out, long fingers sliding around my arms and keeping me from tumbling down the stairs.


    “What’s wrong?” He hisses the words as he tugs my arms, wedging me between his back and the wall.


    “My parents. I can’t find them. Do you think…?” I can’t—I won’t say the words aloud.


    “Jesus Christ, Briar. You scared the living shit out of me. Your parents are out in the field.” His body relaxes and his expression softens. “They’re fine.” With a sigh, his hands hover around me. “Are you all right? I didn’t mean to… I heard you scream and I thought…” He inhales deeply. “Are you okay?”


    “Sorry, I couldn’t find them and I assumed—ugh.” I wave him off. “I’m fine.”


    “Come on,” he says, gesturing me to follow. I trail him to my room, my heart finally beginning to slow.


    “I can’t believe Mom and Dad are out there working like nothing happened,” I say. They were friends with the Amos family. How can they go about their lives like everything’s normal?


    “There’s still work to be done,” Benji says matter-of-factly. “Life needs to go on as normal or it’ll draw unwanted attention.”


    My brows crinkle with frustration. “Corn can wait. We don’t even know if Flynn is going to be okay.”


    “The bullet wound was clean, he’ll be fine. There’s nothing your parents can do for him. They might as well take care of the crops. It’s their livelihood.”


    I glare at him. “When did you become so cold, Benji?”


    “Cold?” He returns the look with a fierce determination that cools my insides.


    “Yes. Flynn’s parents were murdered and you’re worried about my parents’ corn?”


    He turns away from me, busying himself with something on the dresser. “There’s nothing anybody can do about that, either. We can’t bring them back.”


    “What happened to you? Where did Benji go?”


    He ignores my question, holding his hand out. “Here,” he says, trying to drop a pill into my hand.


    “You are not seriously trying to drug me again.”


    “It’s half the dose this time. I can tell you’re in pain. I’m sure I didn’t help matters when I ran into you.” He shakes his hand impatiently.


    “No, thanks.” I cross my arms in front of me and it’s a lot harder than it sounds because I’m trying really hard not to make a face, but damn, it hurts like hell.


    Benji looks at me intently, refusing to back down, his hand still extended. He leans close, his breath whispering against my neck. “Are you a masochist or a martyr?”


    “Answer my question,” I rasp. “What happened to you?”


    He steps back, pulling my arm out, and prying my fingers open. “I left,” he murmurs dryly as he folds the pain pill into my hand. I grip his fingers in mine, turning his hand over. He doesn’t try to pull away, but he looks at me curiously, his chest rising and falling quickly.


    I find the scar on his finger, tracing my thumb over it, and hold it so he can see. “You came back.” His gaze locks onto mine, his eyes filled with an intensity that has me gravitating to him until we’re nearly touching. Our breaths are heavy, our chests rising and falling in sync. My skin is heated. This is all so familiar. I lean in, the desire to kiss him overwhelming.


    Benji steps back suddenly. “Briar, you don’t know me. I’m not the same person I used to be.”


    I sit on the bed heavily because my legs feel weak. “No, you’re not. I see that.” I narrow my eyes, shaking my head in confusion and trying to push past the embarrassment trying to consume me.


    “How did you know what to do for Flynn?”


    Benji glances at the door with longing on his face. He clears his throat. “I made friends with the right people. They taught me some things.” He thrusts a thumb over his shoulder. “I should go check on Flynn then I’m going to head home.” He shuffles toward the door as if he can’t get away from me fast enough. “You won’t be alone,” he adds. “I’ll send Jax over, and I’ll be next door if you need anything. Take the pain meds.” He shuts the door behind him and I chuck the stupid pill at the wall.


    


    ~*~


    


    Dust motes fill the air as I yank the blanket from the curtain rod and fold it. I make the bed next, carefully tugging the corners of my pink and green quilt until I’m certain there are no more creases. As I go from room to room gathering laundry, it occurs to me I’m acting like my mom.


    Shit. When did that happen?


    I peek in on Flynn as I pass and he shifts in the bed. I drop the basket and rush to his side. “Flynn?”


    He gazes up at me, eyes full of confusion. All my previous anger—if it ever even was anger I felt—is gone, replaced with only concern. He makes a noise, as if he’s trying to talk and moan at the same time.


    “Shh, shh. It’s okay,” I soothe. “You were hurt. Do you remember?”


    He tries to push himself up, but his arms, even as strong as he is, can’t support his weight. He slides back to the bed heavily. “My dad,” he croaks.


    I don’t want to be doing this. Benji said I wouldn’t be alone, but nobody else is here yet. Damn him. “You were…shot.”


    “Shot. They shot me.” He doesn’t say it like a question, but I answer him anyway.


    “Yes.” I take his hand. He flinches at first then grips me tightly.


    “I don’t remember. It’s all so blurry. All I can remember is my dad on his knees…” He shakes his head. “Briar, my dad. Did they…?”


    Shit. Shit. Shit.


    “I’m so sorry, Flynn.”


    A loud sob rips through his chest before he starts coughing. And then he can’t stop. His back convulses violently. The bandage beneath his shoulder blade is filling quickly with blood.


    “Flynn?” I don’t know how to help him. I yank my hand out of his bone-crushing grasp and run as fast as I can down the stairs and out the door, holding my palm against my ribs. I bang on Benji’s door, kicking it and screaming.


    “BENJI.”


    I get the screen open just as Jax opens the front door. “Get Benji, now. It’s Flynn,” I pant. But Benji is already there, stomping down the stairs and shooting past me.


    Jaxon and I follow. I fall behind because my side hurts so much it feels like I can’t breathe. By the time I make it into the guest room, Flynn is sitting up, huddled over a trashcan, and throwing up stomach bile. Benji presses a towel to his back and reassures him in a soothing voice.


    “You just ripped a couple of stitches. No big deal. I know it’s hard right now, but I need you to try to calm down. Take slow, deep breaths, like this.” Benji inhales deeply through his nose and blows out gradually through his mouth. Flynn tries, but he retches again, a dark-yellow fluid.


    He shoos me back with the hand not hugging the trashcan. “Get her—” He vomits more, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Out of here.” Dry heaves. “I don’t want her to see—” Heaves again.


    My eyes feel like saucers on my face, my mouth gaping. Fear anchors me in place.


    “Jax,” Benji shouts, tipping his head in my direction.


    Jax steps in front of me, lifts me into his arms, and before anything registers in my brain, I’m standing in the hallway, looking at a white door. I bend down gingerly and scoop up the laundry. My body is numb. I’m a robot, performing task, after task, just because it needs to be done.


    I wash all the dirty dishes in the sink. Wipe the counters and table. Sweep and mop the kitchen floor. Straighten the living room. I think I fluff pillows at some point. None of it matters. I’m just filling time. Wasting time.


    I move back upstairs, walking quickly past the guest room. It’s quiet now, and that should be comforting, but it scares me. I brush my teeth and wash my face. Comb my hair and attempt a braid.


    The screen door squeaks open and bangs shut. “Bri? You home?”


    I scramble down the steps, meeting Kameron at the bottom. Her eyes are wide, filled with unshed tears. I have no idea what to say to her, so I throw myself against her and inhale her sweet, apple scent.


    “Briar, oh, my God. Have you heard about Flynn?”


    I lose it. All the smothering fear swoops in with icy claws, tearing at all my resolve, and a dam bursts. “They’re dead. They killed them. Murdered them,” I cry. Kameron’s body goes absolutely still for several seconds before it begins shaking profusely.


    “I know. Shit. I know. The cops are going house to house.” She pulls back, her face searching mine. “Where are your parents?”


    I wipe at my face. It’s a wet mess of snot and tears. “Cropping,” I rasp.


    The floor creaks above us and we both look up to see Jax on the landing. “He wants you,” he says. I look from him to Kam and back again. “Go ahead,” he says. “I’ll tell her everything.”


    Kameron pulls me back as I try to walk away. Her eyes are full of question. I hug her once more and whisper, “I have to go. I’ll be back.”


    Flynn is still sitting up, his hair wet with sweat. I offer the best smile I can, but I know it’s weak. He opens his arms to me and I climb on the bed. I hesitate, afraid of hurting him, but he jerks me into his chest, wrapping his arms around me tightly, and hurting me instead. I gasp and Benji shifts in my peripheral vision.


    Flynn doesn’t say anything, so I don’t either. I just hug him, grateful he’s alive. His hand runs the length of my hair in a comforting gesture. I cannot believe he’s trying to calm me. Shouldn’t I be doing that for him?


    I lift my head just enough to look at Benji and am surprised to meet his eyes. “Is he going to be okay?”


    Benji bobs his head at the same time Flynn says, “I’m all right now. I’m sorry I scared you.”


    I pull back and study his face. He’s apologizing to me? I shake my head. “Flynn—”


    “I shouldn’t have reacted like that,” he interrupts flatly. Benji nods almost imperceptibly. And now I notice how stiff his body language is, like he’s pissed.


    “It’s fine. You were upset, and rightly so. I’m so sorry, Flynn.” I feel the tears stinging my eyes and take a breath, willing them away. It isn’t my loss and I don’t want to upset Flynn again.


    Kameron hovers just outside the doorway, noticeably shaken, Jaxon right behind her. “Knock, knock,” she calls. I can tell she’s trying to be upbeat, but I can’t imagine it’ll do any good.


    With Jax and Kam as a distraction, I slide off the bed, and catch Benji’s eye. “Can I talk to you for a second?” I don’t give him a chance to respond, walking straight out the door. He follows immediately. Once we’re inside the privacy of my room, I shut the door, and try to decide how to word what I want to ask.


    I gaze at him and whatever I was about to say disappears. Benji sinks to my bed, his face red, a sheen of sweat covering his skin. His eyes are glossy and his arms twitch as he leans back.


    I dart to his side. “What is wrong with you?”
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    Benji


    


    What’s wrong with me?


    What’s wrong with me.


    I don’t know how to answer that.


    Do I tell her how consumed with guilt I am over what happened to Flynn and his family?


    Or how I’m terrified it will happen to her?


    Or maybe I should explain that while she slept last night, her dad told me that as soon as Flynn was well enough to travel, I needed to leave and take Jax and Flynn with me.


    Do I tell her that as much as it hurt, I completely understood it, and somehow managed to respect Corbin even more for his brutal protectiveness of his daughter.


    I could share with her how my heart feels like it’s being crushed from just the thought of leaving her again.


    Or that I’m pissed off because I have to go again. I just want to stay here, with her, living a normal life. I’m pissed off she had to tell Flynn about his parents. I’m pissed off Flynn scared her. I’m pissed off he has to be here, in this condition.


    I could always confess that the reason I took off this morning, leaving her here by herself was because I needed a fix. My entire body begged for it. So I left her here and went home where my ex-girlfriend was lying in my childhood bed, and I swallowed down pills.


    There are so many things I could say. Want to say. Need to say.


    Too many things.


    So I don’t say anything at all.


    I just close my eyes, take a deep breath, and prepare myself to walk away. Again.
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    Briar


    


    “Benji?” I lay my hand against his cheek. His eyes pop open and he brushes away my touch. “What’s wrong?”


    “I need to go,” he husks.


    “No,” I state firmly. “You need to stay and tell me what’s wrong with you. The truth. What’s going on?”


    He watches me for a long moment, the air in the room thickening with tension. “Can you close the blinds?” He shades his eyes with the palm of his hand as if the light is too bright.


    I fight with the blanket, attempting to get it hung up the way he had it before. I hear Benji groan lightly, and then his arms are on either side of me. His chest presses into my back as he pulls the makeshift curtain into place. The heat from his body warms me, but goose bumps prickle my skin, and I shudder. I want to melt against him like I used to do.


    I turn around, placing us front to front, and look up at him. Although it’s now dark, this close I can see a difference in him. His features are soft. Open.


    He backs away from me and I flip on my bedside lamp. He looks scared. And something else I can’t quite identify. Guilty maybe?


    His eyes are darker…or the pupils are dilated? I consider myself a fairly intelligent person, and even though I know there is a very obvious answer to the question I’m not asking, I cannot seem to get there.


    Benji is still staring at me, watching my face closely. I can’t remember seeing him look like this before. So…unsure and insecure. I stride closer to him and he shifts away. I attempt once again to latch on to what my brain is refusing to acknowledge.


    “It’s okay,” I whisper. His glassy eyes open widely, observing me as I move slowly, but deliberately until I’m close enough to touch him again.


    He shakes his head. “Nothing’s okay, Briar.”


    I slip my hands onto his solid arms, sliding them up to his broad shoulders. His skin is slick with sweat, but goose bumps erupt along his flesh, the same as mine did. His stance is rigid as he gazes silently at me. God, it feels so good to touch him again. He’s a lot bigger than me, stronger. He can push me away, brush off my touch like he did before, but this time he doesn’t.


    “Talk to me. What’s happening with you?”


    And this is where he pulls away, sliding sideways against the wall. “I’m detoxing.”


    “What?” I heard him, even though it was barely more than a whisper. But I can’t believe it.


    He buries his fingers in his hair, tugging on the ends. “I’ve been weaning myself since I got home. I’m trying… I’m fucking trying to clean up, but it’s so fucking hard.” His voice cracks and it has a direct effect on my heart.


    “What are you detoxing from?” I ask, careful to keep my voice from quivering.


    He laughs bitterly. “You don’t want details.”


    What does that mean? I close my eyes and take a deep breath, exhaling slowly, and trying to maintain my composure. “What are you detoxing from, Benji?” I repeat, my voice so sharp it could cut glass.


    He stares at me, pinning me in place with his golden gaze. His fingers squeeze into tight fists and I notice how badly his hands are shaking. “Just tell me, please,” I murmur softly.


    The silence stretches between us, weighing the air down until I’m suffocating in his indecision. He looks away, his eyes dancing across the room, looking everywhere but in my direction. He sniffs quickly, shifting from one foot to the other.


    “Oxycontin,” he finally says.


    Oxycontin. That’s not what I was expecting. Isn’t that for pain? I drop my head, my eyes burning a spot into the floor. Oxycontin?


    I was expecting something crazy, like coke or heroin.


    “How bad will this get?” Oxycontin is a medicine, right? I mean, it shouldn’t be too hard to stop taking it.


    His dark laughter grabs my attention, bringing all my focus back to him. He extends his arms out at his sides and shakes his head. “This is nothing. This is the best of it.”


    Dread washes over me. A shiver causes my body to tremble. I have no idea how to respond or if I even should. One big, long, horrible nightmare. That’s what this is. I wished for him to come back for so long and this is what I get.


    What a fucking joke. Well played, Fate. Well played.


    “Are we done?” he asks, his voice rough, agitated. “Can I go now?”


    I take a step back and gesture at my door. As much as I wish I could help him, I don’t know how—especially when he so clearly doesn’t want my help.


    He pushes off the wall, moving past me. I reach out my hand, wrapping my fingers around his wrist. He flinches and I notice the way his pulse is hammering under his skin.


    “I wish I could take this all away,” I breathe.


    His eyes, wide and dark, peer at me with confusion. “But you can’t.” He removes my hand and slips out the door before the heaviness of his words settles on my shoulders.


    


    ~*~


    


    It’s clear pretty quickly that Mom and Dad were previously aware of Benji’s condition. They don’t bother to react in any way as I repeat what he told me. I expect them to gasp in shock or bombard me with questions I don’t have the answers to. But I get nothing, which pisses me off.


    Actually, the longer we sit around the table eating our sandwiches and fruit like all is right with the world, the more infuriated I get. They knew and they didn’t tell me. How long? How long have they known? Did they just find out? Or have they known all along? Were they privy to his whereabouts all these years as well? Am I the only one that was left in the dark?


    I pick up a grape and eat it. Then another. When I pick up the third, my dad finally speaks.


    “A lot’s happened in a short amount of time. We’re all still processing everything. The pain medication knocked you out for most of the day yesterday, but we planned on telling you. We also wanted to give Benji the opportunity to talk to you first.”


    I scrape my chair back, taking my plate to the sink. “Well, he told me.” Without another word, I walk out the back door. I need a minute to myself. I need to think. I need to breathe. I need the last twenty-four hours to rewind.


    Kingston whinnies a hello and I take apples to him and Grace. Even though most people think it’s disgusting, there’s something calming about a horse slobbering an apple out of my hand. Like they don’t have any worries. They could care less that they’re being gross or offensive. They’re just being horses, using their basic animal instincts. Kingston isn’t embarrassed, or self-conscious, or anything like that. He just wants to eat an apple.


    As I’m running my fingers through my horse’s silky mane, it dawns on me that I have no right to feel any anger. Flynn’s lost everything. Everything. Benji’s…sick. Addiction is a disease. He and Jax lost their mom and could lose so much more. My parents lost their friends.


    I’m so scared for my friends and family, and I feel completely helpless. I haven’t the slimmest idea of what I can do to make any of this better.


    I don’t go back inside. Instead, I go out to the field because at least I’m useful there. There’s no helplessness in a cornfield.


    There’s corn. Two thousand square yards of corn, to be exact.


    I reach up to grab a tassel and nearly scream. I had forgotten about my injured ribcage. I press my fingers against my side and keep going, pushing myself, until Mom comes to join me.


    “Briar, I need you to go inside.” I glance over at her, but grab the next stalk. “Just until we have something figured out. It doesn’t feel safe, you out in the open like this.”


    “I want to help.” I sigh in frustration. “I need to help. And this is the only way I know how right now.”


    Mom watches me for a moment. “We don’t know what’s going to happen, Briar. And I think we all understand at this point anything—” She nearly chokes on the word. “Anything is possible. Go inside, now. Please.”


    It’s not just what she says that scares me, it’s the fear in her eyes, and the fact I know she’s right.


    I lean in and hug my mom because sometimes, a girl just needs her mommy. And then I go inside like she asked.


    


    ~*~


    


    I’m washing lunch dishes when I hear a car pull up out front. I switch the water off and dry my hands on the way to the front door, bringing the dish towel with me. Outside, Dad meets a uniformed police officer at the porch. I lean against the wall, out of view, and peer through a crack in the blinds.


    “How ya doin’ today, Corbin?”


    “I’m doing all right, Jim. How about yourself?” Dad replies as he offers his hand. They shake and all I can do is stand frozen, watching, and hoping Jim isn’t one of the men on that Delphi guy’s payroll.


    “Not too well, actually. Have you heard about the Amoses?”


    “Yes,” Dad answers. “My daughter was dating Flynn. It’s a damn shame.”


    Officer Jim nods. “Sure is.” He massages his forehead, his movements slow, as if he’s exhausted.


    “Has he been around? Flynn?”


    “No. I thought—wasn’t he killed in the fire?”


    Jim steps closer to Dad, lowering his voice. “Bodies haven’t been identified yet. There were only two. One male. One female. Somebody’s missing.”


    Dad doesn’t reply, but I notice the way his shoulders have tightened with tension. We knew it would come out. I think he was just hoping we had more time.


    “Have you seen anybody that doesn’t belong? Heard anybody talking?”


    My dad shakes his head apologetically. “No—nothing out of the ordinary. I wish I could help.”


    “What about your girl? Briar heard from him? Sometimes these kids…they think they’re helping by covering for their friends.”


    “No. I’m positive. They broke up a couple of days before. He hasn’t been around since.”


    Jim jots something down in his little notepad. “We’ve got nothing right now. Nobody saw a thing. They didn’t have any enemies. I always thought the family got along well. Nobody expected something like this. It doesn’t make sense.” He sighs. “Just keep your eyes and ears open.”


    “Will do.” Dad claps Jim on the shoulder. “Let me know if I can do anything else.”


    Jim nods again. He turns to leave, but pauses, and pivots back to Dad. “And Corbin?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Keep your doors and windows locked up tight. That boy shows up, call it in right away.”


    


    ~*~


    


    


    By dinner, Flynn is out of bed and sitting in a chair. I’m not an expert on bullet wounds, but this seems too soon. It’s so good to see him doing better, so I don’t say anything about it. Benji checks his bandage and says it looks good. And then he goes straight home. It’s just Mom, Dad, Flynn, and me.


    The four of us eat dinner together. Mom cuts Flynn’s chicken, which I can tell makes him uncomfortable, but he thanks her and continues eating. And really, the whole thing is uncomfortable. Nobody talks about what happened or what will happen next, avoiding the subject all together, and I think it makes our awkward dinner that much more…awkward. But then it’s over and Mom and I are washing dishes. I keep glancing up at Benji’s window. I don’t know what I expect to see, but I continue watching anyway.


    I want to go riding, but I know that’s not an option, so I take Flynn and a book outside. I need to get out of the house, if only for a few minutes. I know it’s risky, so we go to the back porch swing where we can stay out of sight. We both look ridiculous trying to sit without causing ourselves, or each other, too much pain. We both laugh when we’re finally settled and it’s nice. It was just a couple of days ago I was afraid Flynn would never speak to me again. It seems so insignificant now.


    He stares out into the field and I’m pretty sure he’s thinking about his parents. I put my hand over his and lean into his arm a little. He sighs and intertwines our fingers. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.”


    I have to think about this for several seconds because he doesn’t say it like I was one of the people that dragged him from a fire. He says it like if I didn’t live here then he would not currently be residing here, either. And that makes my stomach hurt. I swallow what feels like a gigantic rock.


    “Flynn,” I say, my voice shaking over the one word.


    “You’re all I have left.” He gazes down at me, squeezing my fingers. “I know we broke up, but I need you.”


    I squeeze his hand back and rest my head on his upper arm. “I’m here.”


    “Where do you think my parents are?” he asks after a silent minute. “I hate the idea of them being nowhere.”


    I swallow another rock. I have no idea what to say. My grandpa had told me once that religion was invented because people couldn’t deal with death. They needed to think their loved ones lived on in another world. He never believed in God and Heaven.


    I have no idea what I believe, but the thought of there being nothing more out there is terrifying. “I don’t know,” I confess.


    “I can’t believe they’re dead.” He stumbles over the last word, his voice low and raspy. “I can’t believe they’re gone.”


    He does that thing again, that way he has of making a sentence sound like it has a different, more significant meaning. I can’t tell if he’s saying he’s having a hard time accepting they aren’t alive or if he’s hoping that a part of them remain, continuing on in the afterlife. As I process my thoughts, I decide he probably means both. My heart hurts for him. My chest feels tight and tears sting my eyes. I slide my arm under his, hugging his bicep to me.


    We don’t talk anymore. We watch the sunset until the bugs start biting and we’re forced to go inside. Flynn’s reached his limit for the day so I help him back to bed. He takes one of those crazy pain pills Benji gave me while I check his bandage.


    I tell him good night and go to my room so I can look at Benji’s window again. I know, I’m pathetic. I change into some comfortable pajamas and tug the blanket down. The first thing I notice as I lie in bed is Benji’s blinds are open. The second thing makes my heart skip an actual beat. A pink belladonna lily is clipped to the clothesline. I’m frozen, staring at it because lilies are my favorite flowers. A memory surfaces, taking me by surprise.


    Benji and I were sitting on the porch after school, reading our library books. He had picked a book about dinosaurs. Mine was about flowers because Mom wanted to start a small garden. As I leafed through the pages, one flower caught my eye. The belladonna lily. The petals were pointed, giving it the appearance of a star. And even though the tips pointed sharply, the petals themselves appeared to be soft and smooth. Something about the contrast captivated me. Benji liked what the name meant. “Beauty or beautiful lady,” he read aloud. “Like sleeping beauty. Like you, Briar.”


    I showed Mom, but apparently belladonna lilies were expensive. We planted tulips instead.


    I push the screen up and very gently unhook the flower. I run my fingers over the petals then bring it to my nose, inhaling deeply.


    This is how I remember Benji.
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    Benji


    


    I push my fists against my eyes and groan. It’s like each day keeps repeating with Megan. Except she seems to be getting worse. I give her three pills and within a couple hours, she’s losing her shit, begging for more.


    I can’t take it.


    I don’t know why I’m sticking with this. She doesn’t want it. And it doesn’t matter anymore if I want it. My whole reason for cleaning up was for Briar.


    I have no reason now.


    In a couple of days, I’ll be gone. She’ll be nothing more than a memory I’ll want to forget. So why not give in? Why not just let myself go?


    I look at Megan crawling across the bed toward me. I could get lost with her today. We could get stoned and spend the afternoon fucking like rabbits. She pauses when she sees me watching her. With slow determination, she rises up on her knees and glides her shirt over her head, baring her naked breasts for me to see. Her fingertips skim down her stomach and my eyes follow the trail. She slips her hand into her panties, touching herself with a soft moan.


    I keep watching as she slides her hand out, gliding it up to her breast, leaving a path of sticky moisture in its wake. She circles a finger around her nipple, making it shimmer with her dampness. I want to close my mouth around her tit and lick it off. I could lavish her body and forget about everything else.


    I could do this.


    But I don’t want to.


    I want to, but I don’t want to.


    What I want is to spend what little time I have left with Briar. I’ll never have this chance again.


    “Please Benji,” Megan breathes. “We can have so much fun.”


    “We need to stick with it,” I say. There’s no fortitude to my words because I know she doesn’t believe them. Hell, I barely believe them myself.


    “You’re so stressed. You need to loosen up.” She grips my thigh and I push her hand away, standing up.


    “I need to get out of here.”


    Megan’s on me before I have time to react. She unhooks the button on my jeans, tugging the zipper down. Her hand works inside, gripping me. “Please, baby. I’ll make you feel so good.” Her hand tightens around my dick, pumping. I harden immediately. She bites her lip, her eyes bright with satisfaction.


    She feels good. So damn good. I buck against her hand, wanting more. I want to get off. I need to. It’ll clear my mind. Help me think. I close my eyes, moaning deep within my throat.


    Megan slows in response. “If you give me what I want, I’ll give you what you want.”


    Fuck.


    Fuck.


    It’s like a jolt of electricity, zapping my desire. I pry her fingers loose and step back, tucking myself back into my pants. “You can’t give me what I want,” I say, my voice hoarse.


    I pluck my shirt off the end of the bed and throw the door open. I know I should be nicer to her. She agreed to come along with me to try to make things right. Not that she had a better option. But we both know I need her more than she needs me.


    There will be plenty of time to be nice to her later. Right now I’m too pissed off. I’m jonesing. I’m horny. And I’m fucking tired.


    The only person I want to be around at the moment is Briar.
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    Briar


    


    I’m sitting on a bale of hay, instructing Kameron on the fine art of stall mucking. It’s the only possible perk of bruised ribs.


    “You do this every day?” Kam asks. She straightens up and rubs sweat from her forehead. “It’s so gross.” I’m pretty sure she’s well aware I do this every day. Just because her dad’s never made her do this before, doesn’t mean she’s clueless to its need.


    I lift a brow in response. And then roll my eyes at the dramatic way she steps through the hay, tiptoeing carefully as if avoiding horse shit is even an option at the moment. I chuckle, regretting it immediately when pain shoots through my side.


    The rake pauses two feet from the ground, Kam going completely still for several seconds. Finally, when she knows I’m okay, she blows hair out of her face and says, “You are so lucky to have such a good best friend.” She smirks at me. “The things I’m willing to do for you.”


    I push myself up and rest my arms on the half door, my chin on top. “Thank you Kameron. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” She smiles sadly at me. That reality hits too close to home.


    After carefully propping the rake against the wall, she turns to look at me. Before she has the opportunity to respond, I notice the familiar crackling of tires over our graveled driveway. I turn my head, listening, as the low rumbling grows louder. The car pulls to a stop outside the barn and I peer around the open door to see who it is.


    And then my breath catches in my throat.


    One of the dark police cars from the other day is sitting in my driveway.


    Shit.


    Shit.


    Why are they here? Are they here for Flynn? They must have found out by now that it wasn’t his body in the barn with his mom. Or are they here for Benji and Jax? I turn to Kam, pulling her to me.


    “Go out the back,” I whisper quickly. “Go around the houses and in the back door. Get Flynn out. Hide him in the field.” I push her, but she hesitates.


    “What the hell’s going on?”


    I raise a finger to my lips, gesturing for her to be quiet.


    “I think those are the bastards that killed Flynn’s parents.” My shoulders twitch with alarm as the words leave my mouth. This can’t be happening. Not again.


    “Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Oh, my God,” she chants under her breath.


    I squeeze her hand, trying to calm her down, or trying to calm myself. I’m not sure which. “Kameron. Shit. Go. Go now.” I shove her toward the back door and press my lips together to keep from screaming. I don’t know what to do, but I know I need to keep them the fuck away from my house.


    I brush my hair back, smoothing it behind my ears, and step out of the barn. My hands are shaking. I squeeze them into fists. The driver’s side door opens slowly and I gasp as a man steps out. He isn’t wearing a uniform—he didn’t the other day, either, but I know him immediately. I could never forget his face. The man who shot Flynn in the back.


    “Good afternoon,” he calls pleasantly. A small smile spreads his lips revealing white teeth. He removes his baseball cap and runs his fingers through glossy black hair.


    I force myself to move forward, one small step at a time. “Can I help you?” My voice shakes and I try to steady my breathing.


    The passenger side door opens and another man emerges. He’s taller than the other, broader, and unfamiliar. I can’t remember if he was there at the Amoses or not. He tips his head at me in greeting and I nod back. The two men exchange a glance and the taller one nods his head once, almost imperceptibly. My eyes dart back and forth between them, not daring to look up at the house. I’m playing through it in my head, imagining how long it would take Kameron to get out of the barn, sneak around the back of the house, get to Flynn, get him out of the house, and far enough into the field.


    I think I need to distract them longer, hold their attention just a little while more.


    “I’m Detective Jacoby, ma’am, and this is Detective Morris,” the bastard says, gesturing toward the bigger guy.


    I nod again, not giving my own name. “Is there something I can help you with?” I offer with a tight smile.


    He regards me thoughtfully before closing the door and resting his hand on the roof. There’s another silent exchange and Morris dips his head into the car for a moment, coming out with a gun that he holsters at his side. My blood runs cold and I can’t swallow the fear that’s lodged itself midway down my throat. I feel like I can’t breathe. I glance at Jacoby’s belt, and sure enough, he’s wearing a gun as well. Probably the same one he used on Flynn.


    Oh, God. Shit.


    I take an involuntary step back. My brain refuses to work. Both men step away from the car and come around to stand, one on each side of me.


    “There might be something you can help us with. Are you Briar Gallo?” Jacoby asks. My heart stops beating as a cold dread washes over me. I wasn’t expecting him to know my name. His eyes are locked on my face and I know there’s no point in lying. Somehow, he knows who I am.


    “Why?” I ask. I take another step back, trying to put some distance between us, but they follow my movement, closing the gap. And though I’m not claustrophobic, I suddenly feel like they’re boxing me in, taking my space, and trapping me.


    “We just have a couple questions,” Jacoby answers in a mild tone. I bet he used this same routine with the Amoses right before he murdered them. “Are you Briar?” he repeats. I nod hesitantly. He looks intently at me again, his eyes narrowing. “Your cell phone was found in the vicinity of a crime scene.”


    My mind is racing. I feel sweat beading across my forehead as I try to think quickly. Do I play dumb or just admit I was there? I have a horrible feeling I’m dead no matter what my answer is. “My phone?” I say quietly, hoping to stall as much as possible.


    He’s close enough now that I can smell the stench of smoke that clings to his clothing. I nearly gag. Did he just come from murdering another family? Did he just burn more innocent people’s homes? Or does he do it so often the smell is stuck to him?


    He lifts my chin with the tips of two fingers and I flinch away, stopping myself just short of slapping his hand away. He goes motionless, eyes icy as they regard me.


    He bends forward and places his mouth right to my ear. His hot breath slides against the side of my face causing me to cringe. “Are you afraid of me, Briar?”


    I can’t move. I’m frozen except for the convulsive shaking of my limbs. I swallow the bile that rises in my throat and force myself to breathe, to inhale his murderous stink. “Do you know me?” He asks quietly, his voice rough, like sandpaper in my ears.


    I look at him then, my eyes going wide. “No,” I stammer. I shake my head, hoping he’ll believe me and leave. I look away swiftly, unable to hold his piercing stare.


    He grabs my face then, his thumb digging into my cheek. “I think you’re lying. I think you’re very afraid.” I wrap my hand around his thick wrist and try to pull away. “Uh-uh-uh,” he tsks. He holds me a moment more, just to prove he can, I think, and then shoves me away. “Arrest her,” he says with a look over his shoulder.


    I have to repeat his words in my head to make sense of them. Arrest her. “What? No.” I start backing up until I hit the barn door. The image of Axel, on his knees, hands cuffed behind his back, fills my sight. “NO, please.” I put my hands up in front of me defensively and Morris takes hold of my wrists. “I didn’t do anything.”


    “It’s best if you don’t resist,” he says, ignoring my pleas.


    Every instinct screams for me to run, but somehow, through my panic, I remember Flynn. I recall the lifeless bodies of his parents, and I think of Benji and Jax, so close and unaware. “I won’t.” I won’t resist. Maybe they’ll take me with them. Maybe they won’t hurt me. Maybe…maybe I can get them away from here.


    I hear the all too familiar sound of my front screen door creaking open. I stay very still, only allowing my eyes to find the source of the noise.


    “What’s going on here?” Jaxon demands. He steps slowly down the steps, his gaze sweeping over the large man in front of me. I have never been so happy and so frightened to see someone at the same time. I want to scream at him to run. I want to scream at him to help me.


    “Hey, big guy,” Jax calls. “Please take your ginormous fucking hands off my friend.”


    Morris’ hands slip roughly down my arms as he reaches for the plastic cuff on his belt. It slides over my hand and my fight or flight instinct takes over. I don’t want to be cuffed. I kick Morris in the shin. He grunts, leaning forward, surprised by my mini-assault. His grip tightens painfully. I move to kick him again, but he holds me at arm’s length and I miss. “Don’t resist,” Morris shouts. But now I’m thrashing, trying desperately to wiggle out of his grasp.


    Flynn runs around the side of the house, all six foot three inches of him. A noise bursts from his throat as if he’s being ripped apart. He crashes into Jacoby, both of them slamming to the ground. Morris spins, knocking me down as he withdraws his gun, but Jaxon is reaching for it before he has a chance to aim. They struggle for an agonizing moment and I feel glued in place as everything spins out of control around me.


    Morris shakes Jax off. He slams the butt of the gun into Jax’s face with a loud, cracking echo. I scream and rush forward without a plan. My fists fly against the thick muscle of Morris’ back.


    Jaxon rolls, bringing his knees to his chest, hands over his face. There’s blood gushing from between his fingers.


    Jacoby flips Flynn off him and pounces on top of his chest, his fist flying quickly. “You,” Jacoby seethes. He brings his hand down again, slamming it into Flynn’s face several more times until he goes still, his head lolling to the side. Jacoby reaches for the revolver at his hip and I lunge for Morris’ weapon.


    My hand grazes the cool steel just as Morris backhands me. His rough knuckles scrape across my cheek and I hear my jaw pop. As I fall back, I wonder fleetingly if it’s broken.


    And then Benji’s there, seeming to have materialized out of nowhere. He grabs Morris from behind and I scream as the gun waves through the air.


    He turns Morris around, his fist smashing into the man’s face over and over, quicker than any person has a right to move. Beside me, Jax stumbles toward Jacoby who is now pointing his revolver at Flynn’s forehead. A shot rings out and everybody freezes. Everybody except Benji. He continues to savagely assault Morris as if he doesn’t register anything going on around him. As if there is nothing of worth beyond beating this man to death.


    I turn my head, searching for the fired weapon. Payton is a few feet away, shotgun aimed to the cloudless sky, Kameron right behind her. Jacoby finds them at the same time I do, and as he moves his gun, taking new aim, Payton swings the barrel straight at his chest.


    “Get off him, now,” she demands. “Jaxon, get his gun.”


    A wet thwacking sound makes me look back to Benji, bent over Morris. “You don’t ever fucking touch her,” he says in a low monotone. I blink as a forgotten memory resurfaces in a flash.


    I was eleven. Benji, Jaxon, and I were playing at Flynn’s. His two older cousins were visiting from the next town over—Mark and Mike.


    Mark was fifteen and not at all interested in any of the games we normally played. He and Mike teased us endlessly until I had had enough. I announced I was going home. Jaxon took my hand, ready to leave as well. I knew Benji felt bad for Flynn. After all, it wasn’t his fault his cousins were assholes, but I was miserable. As I stomped past the brothers, Mark threw out his foot, tripping me. I fell forward, bringing Jax with me. My face met the dirt as Jax tumbled over top of me, skinning the flesh of his palms.


    I helped Jaxon stand, brushing the dirt from his hands gently. I was so mad—I turned around and shoved Mark as hard as I could. He lost his balance and fell on his ass, which embarrassed him enough to shoot to his feet and punch me in the stomach.


    Benji jumped on Mark’s back, smacking his hands against the older boy’s ears. “You never hit a girl,” Benji shouted.


    Mark fell forward and Benji slid off his back. As Mark held his ringing ears, Benji moved in front of him, wound his fist back and let it fly. “Don’t ever touch her again.” He spun around and grabbed Jax and my hands, dragging us home.


    “Benji,” I whisper. Morris isn’t moving. His gun lies loosely in his open palm. But Benji still doesn’t stop. “Benji,” I say louder. As if he doesn’t hear me, Benji slams away. Blood splatters his face with every hit, but he doesn’t seem to notice that either. Suddenly, Dad’s there, probably summoned by the gunshot. He takes hold of Benji, locking his arms around his chest. He heaves Benji off the unrecognizable man and swings him around.


    “Enough,” Dad shouts. He takes Benji’s face in his hands. “Look at me.” Benji’s crazed eyes slide to my dad.


    “He fucking hit her.”


    “Enough,” Dad murmurs again. Benji gasps as if he had been holding his breath and looks at his hands, turning them back and forth. He pulls away quickly, wiping his knuckles across his jeans. Dad holds his hands up, palms out, as if in question, and Benji nods.


    I don’t know when Mom got here, but now her arms are wrapping around me and she’s pulling me up. Benji stares at me with wide eyes that are no longer cold and unseeing, but aren’t quite Benji either.


    “Get inside, Benji,” Dad says firmly. I turn back to the others. Jax has Jacoby’s gun pointed at his head. Jacoby is on his knees a few feet away from Flynn. And Flynn is sitting up, a large circle of blood spreading across the back of his shirt. Kameron helps him to his feet.


    “What the hell happened?” Dad demands.


    “I’m a police officer,” Jacoby pants.


    “It’s him, Dad,” I cry. “He killed the Amoses.” Jacoby actually has the audacity to smirk at me as I confirm his suspicions.


    Flynn’s head snaps up. His eyes hold me as he speaks through clenched teeth. “He’s the one?” He points accusingly at Jacoby. I nod one jerky bob of my head.


    “We need to calm down and think,” Dad calls out to all of us. Then to Jacoby, “What do you want?”


    Jacoby looks at the dirt covering his shirt. He brushes it away casually, not bothering to answer the question. Laughing instead, as if amused by the situation. There’s blood in his teeth, leaking from a split lip. He spits on the ground and slides his fingers under his mouth.


    “It doesn’t matter where you go,” he says, his eyes darting from face to face. When his leering gaze slides over me, I stop breathing. “You can’t hide. We will hunt you down like animals. And we will kill you.”


    In a blur, Flynn yanks the gun from Jaxon’s hand. He presses it against Jacoby’s forehead, howling loudly as he pulls the trigger. Jacoby collapses backward, smoke rising from the open hole in his head. I look down where blood and small pieces of brain matter now coat my legs. My mouth drops open and I try to scream, or cry, or something, but nothing comes out.


    Kameron shrieks loudly, turning her face away. Jax is still in motion reaching for the gun. He pries it from Flynn’s trembling fingers. Like a deflating balloon, Flynn drops to his knees, tears streaming relentlessly down his face.


    Benji flies out the front door, ready to attack again. His feet slide to a stop when he sees Jacoby, dead on the ground, blood pooling around his head.


    Mom pushes my face against her chest, trying to shield me from seeing, but I’ve already seen. Little noises bubble in my throat. “Briar, I want you to take Kameron and Payton inside,” she commands firmly. She turns to the other girls. “Right now. Clean yourselves up. Briar put your clothes in a trash bag and do it quickly.” She releases me and I see Dad take the gun from Morris’ open hand and press his fingers into his wrist.


    “He’s alive,” he says. “Jax, gun.” Jaxon pulls Kameron after him. He hands Dad the gun then grips Kam hard, pulling her in for a hug. She hiccups as he wipes the tears off her face. And then everything becomes a blur.
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    Benji


    


    As soon as Corbin ushers us into the house, I grab Flynn by the collar of his t-shirt and swing him around, slamming his back into the wall. I’m sure it hurts like a son-of-a-bitch if the hiss of breath he releases is any indication.


    I fist both hands into his shirt, pulling him forward so we’re nose to nose. “You shot a fucking gun in her direction.” I knock him back against the wall, releasing him.


    “I-I didn’t. I shot that piece of shit that killed my parents.”


    I whirl back on him, jabbing my finger in his face. I’m so pissed off I could beat the shit out of him right now with a clear conscience. “What if the bullet went through that fucker’s head and hit her? Did you even think about that? Think about her?”


    “Benji,” Corbin says carefully. He touches my shoulder and my first instinct is to shake him off. But I pinch my eyes closed and inhale slowly.


    “She’s okay,” Jaxon says, trying to reassure me.


    I step back from Flynn and Corbin drops his hand. “If you ever even think about lifting a gun in her direction again, I’ll break every fucking bone in your arm. Got me?”


    Flynn nods, but his eyes are glazed, blank. I’m not sure he heard a word I said. Where’s his remorse? His guilt? He could have hurt her. Killed her.


    She was covered in a man’s blood. Fragments of his skull and brain. The image of it replaying in my head makes me want to hurt Flynn so badly I can nearly taste it.


    “You need to go,” Corbin says, shaking me from my morbid thoughts. “You have to get Briar away from here. They know her name. What she looks like. Christ, they must have access to all her information.”


    His hand comes down on my shoulder, squeezing hard. “Can you get her somewhere safe?”


    I don’t hesitate. “Yes.”


    “You’ll protect her?”


    “I’ll do anything to keep her safe.”


    He nods slowly, his eyes shining with unshed tears. I want to tell him how sorry I am. I brought this to his door. This is my fault. I should have stayed far away. I want to plead with him to forgive me. But nothing comes out as I watch his shoulders shake with a silent sob.


    Jaxon surprises me when he grips Corbin’s arm, pulling him in for a hug. As if he’s lost all his strength, Corbin leans on my brother, allowing him to hold him for a moment before he steps back and wipes his eyes.


    “Go home, get changed, and pack. The sooner you’re gone the better.”


    I nod and follow Jax out the door. My feet stumble over the steps as my gaze locks on the scene just a few feet away. No matter how many times I see a man’s blood, I never get used to it.


    Humans are such savages. We’re the only species insistent on causing our own distinction.


    Corbin and Flynn come out behind us. The screen door swings shut loudly, causing me to startle. I watch as they move past me, stopping beside the lifeless body. Corbin sticks his hands inside the man’s pockets, coming back with a set of keys. He tosses them to Flynn who staggers to the trunk and unlocks it.


    I continue watching, detached, as they lift the corpse into the trunk. I see them struggle, but I don’t move to help. I can’t. My feet are rooted to this spot. My hands are shaking. My forehead is slick with perspiration.


    Maybe I should save everyone the trouble and hand myself over to Delphi.


    “What?” Jax asks. The one word is full of emotion. I turn my head slowly because my muscles feel weighted, heavy, as if my mind is filled with sand. He’s glaring at me, his eyes full of pain and I realize I said that aloud. “What good would it do?” he demands. “He’d still kill all of us just to make you suffer.”


    My lips part, ready to say something, but nothing seems right. I just look back at him. Watch as he takes a purposeful step in my direction.


    “The best thing for you to do—the only thing to do—is to make sure we’re all safe. And the only way to do that is to fight back. Get your shit together, man the fuck up. And. Fight. Back.”
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    Briar


    


    Cleaned and changed, we scramble to my room. Mom’s moving about in a rush, shoving clothing into a backpack. I watch her quietly as she quickly weighs the importance of each item.


    As I sit dazed, everyone in chaos around me, I realize there are some things you can’t come back from. Like death. Or taking a life.


    I need to go back. I need these past two days to have never happened. And even though I know it’s impossible, I can’t help wishing for it over and over.


    “Kameron,” my mom says, “you need to go straight home and tell your parents what’s happened. You need to decide as a family what’s best for you,” Mom says breathlessly. “I can’t make that decision.” She glances at me. “Say your goodbyes now.”


    A shiver runs down my spine. Say goodbye to Kameron? Why?


    How?


    “What?” I rasp, my throat barely more than a whisper.


    “Now,” Mom repeats.


    Kam throws her arms around me, hugging me tightly. She squeezes my shoulders once before running past me. I hear the screen door open and close, and that’s it. She’s gone.


    “I don’t think the other one ever saw you,” Mom says to Payton. “You should go home before more come. Just remember, you didn’t see anything.”


    “I’m—” Payton shakes her head. “I’m sorry this is happening to you.”


    Mom stops and looks at her then. “This isn’t your fault.” She puts her arm around Payton’s shoulder, patting her arm. “Go on home now and talk to your grandpa.”


    I follow Mom out of the house and into the barn where Dad’s loading bags into the trunk of the old gray Impala. It’s Dad’s pride and joy. I feel numb as I watch his quick, jerky movements.


    “Where are they? Where’s their car?” I ask and I don’t even recognize my own voice.


    Dad hesitates, his shoulders sagging. He turns back to his task as he says, “They’re in the trunk of their car. And the car’s on Flynn’s property. I felt it only fitting.”


    “The trunk? Both of them?”


    Dad nods slowly. I couldn’t imagine being locked in a trunk with a dead man. It’s too morbid, but then again, maybe Morris deserves worse.


    “Where are Jax and Benji?”


    “Getting packed up,” he says. And then, “Don’t be scared of him.”


    After everything that’s happened, his words startle me. “Who?”


    Dad comes around to pick up the old gray tent we used for camping over the years. Mostly in the backyard, but occasionally on a real camping trip. I didn’t know we even still had it. It’s been years since I last saw it. He knocks a spider off with a flick of his wrist.


    “Benji cares about you. He’ll do whatever it takes to protect you. He already is.” He slides the tent into the trunk, shoving it into place. “Sometimes, because he cares so much, he loses himself. It happens when emotions ride high—especially with everything he’s been through. But he’ll do whatever needs to be done to protect you.” He gestures out toward the driveway. “With all of this happening…I don’t know what else to do. I don’t know how to keep you here and safe. You have to go. I need to know you won’t be afraid while you’re with him.”


    I squint at my dad, confused. “I’m not scared of Benji.” This is true. I am not currently afraid of him, but when he beat Morris, when his eyes clouded over with that wild insanity, I was terrified. He wasn’t the sweet, gentle boy I knew. He was a stranger. Out of control and manic. If Dad hadn’t pulled him away, I think Benji would have killed that man with his bare hands.


    “What will happen now?” I whisper.


    “You and Flynn will go with Benji and Jaxon. I gave them some money. Hopefully enough to get you far away from here.”


    I grab his arm. “I thought you and Mom were coming too. You have to. They’ll kill you.”


    Dad brushes the backs of his fingers gently along my cheek where Morris hit me. I can feel the burn of the swollen skin. “There’s no time to argue. Your mom and I talked to Benji about this. It wasn’t an easy decision, but it’s the best one right now. There are dangerous people after him, and those same people are after you now. They know where you live. What you look like. You can’t stay, and Mom and I can’t go. We’ll be all right. It’s you I’m worried about. We’ll stay here to spread a story. Our daughter ran off and we don’t know why. As long as we deny any knowledge about what occurred today, we’ll be fine.” He takes a deep breath. “In a month or so, when things settle down, we’ll find you. Until then, you stay with Benji and keep running. We love him like a son. We trust him. And I know he’ll do whatever has to be done. You need to go and you need to go now.”


    “A month,” I repeat. It seems like so long. Too long. “How will you find me?”


    “I’ve worked it out with Benji.”


    My eyes fill with unshed tears. They have it all worked out. It’s been decided and I have no say. How can I leave my parents behind? “I don’t want to leave you, Daddy.”


    He grips my shoulder, dragging me in for a hug. His large, callused hand caresses my hair soothingly. “I know. I don’t want you to either. But it’s the only way I can come up with to get you out of here. I can do this if I know it means you’ll be safe.”


    Jaxon knocks on the open barn door and clears his throat. His nose is swollen and bruises have already formed beneath both eyes, but the bleeding appears to have stopped. “We’re ready,” he says gruffly.


    Dad kisses the top of my head and looks at me for a moment. “I love you,” he croaks.


    The thundering of hooves pauses my reply. Dad steps in front of me, pushing me back against the car. Jax stills, instantly on defense.


    Princess bounds up the long drive with Kameron astride. She hops down and runs to us. “I’m coming with you,” she says breathlessly as she slides her backpack off and drops it into the trunk.


    “Is that what your parents said to do?” Dad asks.


    “It’s what I said,” Kameron replies.


    


    ~*~


    


    I knock on the guestroom door and wait, listening for a reply.


    Flynn opens the door and we stand in awkward silence. He’s a stranger to me right now. He killed Jacoby. Regardless of his reasons, is he any better than the man he murdered? I want to believe he is. But I’m just not sure of anything anymore. The only thing I do know is I shouldn’t judge him—my parents are still alive.


    “We need to go,” I say.


    “Yeah, all right,” he murmurs. I turn to walk away and he reaches for me, his hand stopping just short of making contact. “Briar…?”


    “You okay, Flynn?” I ask. It’s a stupid question. Of course he’s not. And he never will be again.


    He looks over my head and nods. “Yeah, I’m good,” he says. I shift, following his gaze. Benji’s standing at the top of the steps, his hand on the railing, eyes on Flynn. I look back to Flynn, and he sighs. “Never mind.”


    I watch him until he turns back into the room, and release a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “I want to look at my room one last time,” I call over my shoulder to Benji. I head down the hall to the only bedroom I’ve ever known. Inside, I look at my bed, my bookshelf, the desk, the window. I place my hand on the glass, my eyes traveling over the pulley line. I turn around and my eyes are drawn to the sundress Flynn gave me for my birthday, hanging on the back of my door. I pluck the dress from the hanger. I don’t know why I take it. It just seems too important to leave behind. I grab the flower Benji gave me from the vase and glance around one last time before heading downstairs.


    The girl—Megan—stands off to the side uncomfortably. She fidgets, unable to stand still and I don’t know if it’s because she’s scared, nervous, or because she’s detoxing like Benji. Probably all of the above. All I know for sure is that she’s coming with us. Luckily Dad’s car has bench seats and will accommodate the six of us.


    Mom and Dad hug each of us in turn. Everyone but Megan, though Mom offers her a small smile. Flynn seems stunned when they put their arms around him. He embraces them so tightly I’m afraid he’ll break them. Mom places her hand on his cheek and whispers something into his ear. I don’t know what she says, but Flynn’s eyes tear up and he hugs her again before climbing into the backseat. When it’s my turn, I don’t want to let them go, but they practically push me into the car.


    Mom takes my hand and says, “Don’t cry, and don’t look back, Briar.”


    So I don’t. I draw my legs up and bury my face into my knees, eyes squeezed tight, as Jaxon pulls out of the driveway. I’m sandwiched between Kameron and Flynn, and even though this is how it’s been for so long, I find no comfort in their presence now.


    Nobody feels the need to talk and I’m glad. It gives me time to think. Time to ponder. Happiness is so closely tied to sorrow, love to hate, fear to faith. A pull in either direction can blow your whole world up.


    And our worlds have been destroyed.


    


    ~*~


    


    Our plan, if it can even be considered one, is to head south, taking turns in the driver’s seat. Everyone except Benji and Megan who shouldn’t be behind the wheel. We’ll go as far as we can until they’re unable to travel. They’re going to be sick soon. Really sick. Where before Benji was trying to wean by using less, now he’s going cold turkey.


    As someone who has never ingested anything worse than the occasional beer at a party, I have no idea what they’re going through or what to expect. I lean my head back and listen to the comforting sound of the wind as I close my eyes.


    I awake to Jax shaking my shoulder. “Hey, we needed gas so I stopped and fueled up. Do you need anything before we leave?”


    I yawn and rub my eyes before shaking my head. “I’m good.”


    “Gum,” Kam grumbles incoherently. Jax smiles, pulling a pack from his pocket, and lays it gently in her lap.


    “What time is it?” Benji asks, his voice a thick, pain-filled rasp.


    Jax looks at his bare wrist. “Time to switch drivers. Who’s up?”


    “I’ll drive for a while,” I say. Flynn shouldn’t be driving and after Kam’s gum request she went directly back to sleep.


    My head is groggy as I slide my leg over the seat and slip behind the wheel next to Megan. Her head is resting on Benji’s shoulder and I try not to let it bother me. It’s such an inconsequential piece compared to the bigger picture. Who Benji dates is the last thing that matters at the moment, but I can’t help the flare of jealousy and the sting of envy as she snuggles into his side.


    That used to be my place.


    I shake my head, pushing the thought away. It hasn’t been my place for three years. “Where am I going?” I ask, looking at Jax in the rearview mirror.


    “Take a left out of the parking lot and the highway is up on the right.”


    I follow his directions and once I set the cruise, I flip through radio stations, searching for a song that’s not fuzzy with static. I finally find one and glance over at Benji to make sure it’s not too loud. My eyes meet his and I realize with a start that he was watching me.


    “It’s so weird seeing you drive,” he says quietly.


    I turn back to the road because the way his eyes bore into mine make my stomach twist with yearning. “I’ve been driving for two years.”


    “What happened to your plan to ride Kingston in order to save the environment? What was it? ‘One less person polluting the air’?”


    “I grew up,” I reply.


    He’s silent for several minutes. I think he’s fallen asleep when he speaks again. “How’s your side?”


    I glance at him, but his attention’s focused out the window. “It’s okay.”


    “Does it hurt?”


    “Nothing I can’t handle,” I say.


    He sighs, drawing my gaze back to him. He cocks his head to the side as he regards me, his knee bouncing up and down quickly. “I don’t remember you having such a hard time answering questions before.”


    I arch a brow and try not to smile. “It hurts,” I tell him. “But not that bad.”


    “Compare it to the time you sprained your ankle falling out of the tree house.”


    I laugh softly. “You remember that?”


    His lips lift in a soft, sad smile, his eyes piercing me with their intensity. “I remember everything.”


    His answer causes my smile to slip away. I squeeze the steering wheel until my fingers ache. I remember everything too. “It’s about the same,” I whisper.


    “We should probably wrap them. I’ll pick up an elastic bandage when we stop again. It’ll help.”


    I manage a quiet, “Okay.”


    We don’t talk after that. I think he falls asleep. I drive in a daze, losing myself inside my mind. Inside my memories. And inside my confused thoughts.
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    Benji


    


    I lay my head against the cool window, my heated skin warming it quickly. Memories flash in my mind with every mile marker we pass.


    Our very first kiss was at a movie. And not at all like you’d imagine.


    I was twelve. Briar was ten, and so excited to see one of the Shrek movies. She, Jaxon, and I all climbed into the back of her parents’ truck, and they drove us out to the old drive-in. It was the very beginning of summer, and the nights were still a little cool. Her parents sat in the cab like they were teenagers on a date. Us kids sprawled across the bed of the truck, huddled under a blanket, eating the popcorn and candy apples Pine had made at home before we left. The sweet and salty were an incredible combination. The woodsy smell from the surrounding trees filled my lungs. The fireflies swam through the air, their green illumination the only light in the darkness of the night. And I was high on the absolute perfection of the moment.


    I might have enjoyed the movie if I had actually watched it. But with Briar sitting so close, snuggling into my side, I lost all interest in what predicament the ogre and donkey had gotten themselves into. I focused instead on reaching into the bag of popcorn, timing my hand just right so that I met Briar’s fingers every time. And every time she would pause, glance over at me, and smile.


    And damn if I didn’t love to see her smile at me.


    At twelve, a girl’s smile can make you feel badass.


    At some point during the movie, Shrek had decided to join forces with a cat, and more importantly, my little brother fell asleep.


    The next time Briar’s hand met mine, I circled my buttery fingers around hers, and held on. She looked down, staring at our adjoined hands. And when she finally raised her head and gazed up at me, I leaned in and pressed my closed lips to hers. I didn’t close my eyes, and neither did she. Our mouths were sticky from the candy apples, salty from the popcorn. And it was the singular most perfect three seconds of my life.


    I think she may have blushed—it was hard to tell in the dark. I know my own cheeks heated several degrees. I watched her touch her lips with her free hand, holding it there while she smiled behind it. And then she cleared her throat, squeezed my hand, and turned back to the movie.


    I couldn’t concentrate on the screen for more than a few seconds at a time because whenever Briar moved even slightly, my heart picked up, racing in anticipation that she might kiss me again. On her own this time.


    She didn’t, but she fell asleep with her head on my shoulder, her hand locked in mine. And that was good enough. That was more than good. It was the best ending to the night.


    I feel my lips turn up in an unexpected smile. My arm curls around the warm body pressed against mine. And then I realize it’s not Briar. It’s Megan. That life is gone. No matter what I do, all it will ever be is a memory. The present comes rushing back with a dizzying force and I feel sick to my stomach.
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    Briar


    


    My eyes are growing heavy when Benji bolts upright in the passenger seat, startling me. Megan jerks awake with a groan, blinking rapidly as she wipes the drool from her cheek. Benji makes a strangled sound in his throat as he fights to roll the window down.


    “Pull over,” he demands. “I’m going to puke.”


    I make my way onto the shoulder as quickly as possible. He throws the door open, stumbling out before the car is even stopped. I slam hard on the brakes as he falls onto his knees, vomiting into the grass. His back convulses with sickness and I cringe, knowing he’s in pain.


    Megan pinches her eyes shut and hugs her stomach. Another groan leaves her dry lips and I reach over the seat, blindly smacking Jax’s leg. “Wake up. Benji’s sick, and I think Megan’s about to lose it too.”


    “I’m awake,” he replies, his voice low and raspy from sleep. “Your driving sucks.”


    I roll my eyes and shift the gear into park. “My driving is fine when your brother isn’t throwing himself from a moving vehicle.”


    Jax pushes the door open, his brow quirked. “Or it’s so bad my brother launched himself out.”


    “Just go check on him.” I glance at Megan, her bleached-blonde hair is damp and clinging to her face and neck. I know nothing about addiction or detoxing, but I can tell she’s not doing well either.


    Kameron sits up, her hand resting on the seat between us. “Flynn’s hot,” she says, the panic in her voice automatically causing my heart rate to kick up in return. I flip around in my seat, my eyes darting between Benji retching, Megan’s paling face, to Flynn’s sweat-soaked shirt. And I’m completely overwhelmed.


    I touch a shaky hand to Flynn’s reddened cheek. He’s not just hot. He’s burning up. His skin is like a furnace. I brush the wet hair from his face. “Flynn?” His eyes—rimmed in red—flutter open and I can see the difficulty he’s having focusing on me.


    “We need to go to the hospital,” Kam says firmly. “We are so not capable of dealing with this.”


    My thoughts exactly. It was one thing for Benji to play Operation and remove the bullet since he’s had experience, but this is a whole different matter. Flynn needs antibiotics and that’s not something Benji can supply.


    “Change of plans,” Jaxon announces as he helps Benji back into the passenger seat. “We’re going to hit up this guy we know. He owes Benji a favor and we’re cashing in.”


    “Is your friend a doctor?” I ask hopefully.


    Jax chuckles before closing the door. My eyes follow his movements, watching as he walks briskly, rounding the car to my side. He pulls the door open and gestures me out. “I’ll drive.”


    I slide out and dive into the backseat next to Flynn. He lowers his head to my shoulder and I wrap my arm around him. He’s shaking, which scares the shit out of me. “Your friend,” I repeat, “is he a doctor?”


    “No. And he’s not my friend.” That’s it. No further information or explanation.


    “Flynn’s running a fever,” I say desperately. “We need to get him to a hospital. He needs a doctor and medicine. Now.”


    “He probably has an infection,” Kameron adds, her eyes meeting Jaxon’s in the rearview mirror and holding them. I can feel the desperation rolling off of her in waves. With everything that’s happened already, we can’t lose someone else.


    “I know,” he states matter-of-factly as if he’s completely detached from the situation. “This guy, Kent, he’ll have what Flynn needs. It’s what he does. He’s a dealer. Pharmaceuticals. He brought Benji into this world—he owes us. We’ll get the meds Flynn needs when we get there. It’s not far.” He rubs his face and looks around, searching for a road sign. “I think. Where the hell are we?”


    “Virginia?” I say. It comes out as a question because I’m just not sure. I remember seeing a Welcome to Virginia sign a while back, but then I kind of zoned out and just…drove. I can’t even recall how long ago that was. I have no idea where we are at this point.


    “Okay,” he sighs. “That’s good. We need to go to North Carolina, I think.”


    “Yeah,” Benji croaks. “Take I-64 South.” He noticeably shivers, goose bumps rising along his arms. “And hurry. Please.”


    Jaxon nods, his brows furrowed in worry. It’s the only indication that he seems to legitimately understand how dire this situation is. He presses on the gas, kicking up gravel as he swings us back onto the highway.


    I cling to Flynn, trying to use my body heat to regulate his, and have no idea if it’ll work. He moans softly. I ease up until his face slackens in sleep. Never in a hundred years could I have imagined anything like this happening. On a scale of one to fucked up, this week blows right off the chart.


    “When we get there,” Benji says, his scratchy voice breaking the silence, “we’re going to need a few things.” His hand rips through his hair in a jerky, uncoordinated motion. “Kent will be able to provide some of it, like the Penicillin for Flynn, but I’ll need someone to pick up the rest.”


    “All right,” Jax says immediately. “We’ll figure it out when we get there.”


    Benji shakes his head. I watch as he scrubs his palms across his face roughly. I have a million questions sitting on the tip of my tongue. Like who the hell this Kent person is? And how, if he isn’t a doctor, will he have Penicillin? But I keep my mouth shut and my ears open.


    “We need to worry about it now,” Benji hisses. The irritation is heavy in his voice as he continues. “I have no idea if I’ll even be able to walk by the time we get there, let alone think. We need to sort this shit out now.”


    Jax lifts his hand in a placating gesture. “Okay, man. Calm down. What do you need?”


    Benji leans forward with a heavy sigh, rifling through the glove compartment. He slams it shut and brings his hand down, punching the dashboard. “Don’t your parents keep a fucking pen in here?”


    I assume he’s talking to me even though he’s glaring out the window. His chest rises and falls quickly with each of his labored breaths. His fingers curl and uncurl in and out of tight fists. It’s been so long—he’s a different person—so I have no idea if this is normal or if this is from the detoxing. Either way, he’s scaring me.


    “In the visor,” I murmur as lightly as possible, afraid my voice alone will propel him into a fit of rage.


    Benji flips the visor down and removes the pen and paper. He drops his head to the back of the seat and sighs heavily. “Shit. I’m sorry.” He scrapes his fingers through his hair once again and I notice it’s slick with sweat. I’m not sure who he’s talking to again, but then he shifts in the seat so he’s facing me. “It’s not you. Part of opiate withdrawal is anxiety and agitation.” His eyes linger on my face as if he’s making sure I understand. I nod.


    He turns back to Jaxon and his face contorts for a moment. “So is insomnia, muscle and stomach cramping, and vomiting. We’re going to be in pain, unable to sleep, and in danger of dehydration.” He starts scrawling something furiously on the paper and the car falls silent once again.


    Kameron looks over at me and we share a look, but both of us know better than to make a comment.


    “How long is this going to last?” Jax asks, his tone brittle, causing my chest to ache.


    “A couple of days? A week?” Benji shakes his head stiffly. “I don’t know, it’s different for each person.” He glances down at Megan. “It’s going to be worse on her. A lot worse. She’s been dependent a lot longer than I have.” He flips the pen through his fingers, staring blankly out the window before he adds, “It’s going to be hell.”


    That statement sits heavy in my thoughts. Maybe Hell is a moment, or a series of moments. Maybe it’s a feeling. A disease. A memory. Maybe it’s time, or loss of time. Maybe it’s not really a place at all.


    And maybe we’re living it right now.


    


    ~*~


    


    My head knocks into Flynn’s as the car comes to a stop. I massage my forehead, blinking the sleep from my eyes. “Is this it?” I ask, peering up at the small house sitting on stilts in front of us. I can hear the slapping of waves somewhere in the distance. Inhaling deeply, I pick up the scent of salty air and know instinctively it’s the ocean.


    “Yeah,” Jax says distractedly. “I’m going to get Benji up there first—make sure everything’s cool.”


    “What do you mean ‘make sure everything’s cool’?” Kam asks carefully. “Didn’t you talk to this guy before we drove all the way out here?”


    “He doesn’t have a phone,” Jax replies. “He’s kind of paranoid…”


    Kameron arches a brow incredulously. “And we’re showing up unexpected? That’s just great.”


    “We didn’t have much of a choice,” Benji croaks. He pushes his door open, his movements stiff. “Besides, he owes me. He won’t turn us away.” He glances back at Jax. “Unload the car and then ditch it. We’ll figure out other transportation later.” With that, he swings the door closed and makes his way up the stairs.


    “Ditch the car?” I repeat. “This is my dad’s car. He loves this thing.”


    “Exactly why we can’t keep it.”


    Jax yanks the keys from the ignition and jogs back to the trunk. It pops open, cutting off my view, and I look over at Kam. She offers me a small smile before ducking out of the car to help.


    I want to cry all over again. I know it’s just a car and I understand his point, but this vehicle represents my parents. There are memories here, made on these seats while looking out of these windows. It’s stupid, I know, but it hurts to even think about parting with it.


    “There are worse things to lose,” Flynn murmurs, his voice hoarse and edged deeply with pain—both physical and emotional. It’s like a slap to the face, forcing me back to reality.


    “I know,” I whisper. Before either of us have a chance to say more, a man with shaggy blonde hair comes barreling down the steps. He stops beside the car, his cool blue eyes sliding over each of us still in the car before fixing his gaze on Jax.


    “Two days,” he states adamantly. “Two days and then you guys are gone. And I never see you or your brother again.”


    Jax slams the trunk closed and swipes his hands across his jeans. “Nice to see you too, Kent.”


    “Fuck that. And fuck you. How you gonna bring this shit to my front door?”


    Kameron slinks back, attempting to hide herself behind Jax. He shoulders a bag and takes a step toward Kent. “You owe us. We wouldn’t be in this shit if it weren’t for you.”


    “Don’t put this mess on me, man. I’m out. I’ve been out. I’m clean now.”


    “You know what they say,” Jax deadpans, “the past will always come back to bite you in the ass. Or need a place to crash.”


    “Two days. I’m serious. That’s all I can do.” Kent’s eyes dart from Jax to the car and back again. “How many of you are there? I don’t have a lot of space.”


    “Six. And we’re staying together.” Jax pushes past him and Kam scurries behind, trying to keep close.


    Kent digs his fingers into his hair, pulling it. His face turns red as he mutters a string of curse words, kicking the grass at his feet.


    Jax pauses at the window. He ducks inside and nudges Megan awake then turns to Flynn and me, still in the back. “Grab what you can and come on.”


    Kent’s house is sparse and surprisingly clean. I help get Flynn situated on the couch and stop in front of the window. From up here I can almost make out the waves rolling in and lapping at the shoreline. I bet in the daylight it’s a beautiful sight.


    Benji comes around the corner and hands Jaxon the list he made in the car earlier. “Take someone with you and get as much as you can.” He pulls some cash out of his wallet, shoves it into Jax’s hand, and turns to Kent. “Where do we sleep?”


    Kent scoffs, throwing out one slender arm. “Figure it out. I’ll be in my room. If you have a problem with that you can always get the hell out.” He stalks through the room, but Benji places a quick hand on his chest, halting Kent’s retreat.


    “I need an antibiotic—Penicillin for my friend. And a piece.”


    “They’re locked up,” Kent tells him. The gulping of his throat is audible, even from across the room.


    “I need one. Now.”


    Kent nods, producing a set of keys from his pocket. I watch silently as he retrieves a metal lockbox from the closet and sets it on the coffee table.


    “A piece of what?” Kam asks, her eyes wide as Kent places a key into the lock and turns it with a click.


    “This,” he states, holding up his arm for us to see the large black pistol in his hand.


    A silence falls through the room. My eyes flick to Flynn as thoughts of the last time I saw a gun flash through my mind’s eye. He drops his head into his hands and I can only assume he’s thinking of it too. Hell, I’m pretty damn sure we all are.


    I don’t want to be anywhere near another gun as long as I live.


    And this brings up a really good question: What in the hell is Benji planning to do with this gun?


    Kent glances at each of us in turn before stepping in front of Benji and relinquishing the gun. “Penicillin’s in the fridge. Keep the gun unloaded while it’s in my house. I’m going to bed. There’s only one spare room. You guys can decide the sleeping arrangements.” He turns to walk away, and then pauses, swiveling back to glare at all of us.


    “Don’t nobody be touchin’ my shit, either.”


    Jaxon raises an eyebrow, his arms crossed over his chest. Benji jerks his head once in affirmation.


    Kent gives us all one more scathing look before he stomps down the hallway. A moment later, a door slams and I jump, startled by the unexpected sound.


    “Well he’s just precious,” Kameron says flatly.
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    Benji


    


    I tug the handle on the fridge and peer inside, sifting through the bottles. A gallon of milk and a package of bologna sit amongst all the medications. It’s the only food in here, and somehow it just looks odd next to the many bottles.


    I find what I’m looking for and kick the door closed as I gaze around the small kitchen. My stomach is churning, bubbling with the need to purge, but I swallow the rising bile down and do my best to ignore it.


    If I were a syringe¸ where would I be?


    Pivoting on my heel, I open the cupboards closest to the refrigerator. No luck. The only thing inside is an awkwardly large collection of movie glasses like the kind you can buy for a couple extra bucks with a fast-food value meal.


    I close the doors and move on, opening and closing every cabinet in the kitchen before pulling a silverware drawer open.


    “What are you doing?” Briar asks from across the counter. Her eyes follow my movements as I reach into the drawer and pull out a sealed syringe. Because, of course, that’s where Kent would keep them.


    She doesn’t insult me by trying to hide the reluctance on her face. It’s obvious she doesn’t really trust me. I can’t blame her, but it still stings a little.


    “For Flynn.”


    She takes a step closer, resting her palms on the counter separating us. “Is that…clean? I mean, where did he get this stuff from? How do you know that’s really Penicillin in that bottle? Can we trust this guy?” She opens her mouth as if to launch another onslaught of questions, but thinks better of it, and instead shakes her head. She pulls her bottom lip into her mouth, biting down nervously.


    I blink, trying to shove the memories away, but they slam into me mercilessly.


    I had just passed my driving test. I couldn’t let go of the new license in my hand. Every few minutes, I’d look down at it and smile. It represented freedom. Adulthood. A new chapter in my life.


    All I could think about was borrowing Grandpa’s old grocery-getter and taking Briar for a long drive. Hell, I was even willing to let Jaxon tag along.


    But as soon as I knocked on her door, Briar was pulling me toward the barn, intent on riding.


    “I passed,” I said, planting my feet and slowing her momentum.


    “Awesome,” she replied, her lips curving up into the smile that always had a direct effect on all parts of me, inside and out.


    “Let’s go for a drive.”


    She finally turned so she could face me full on. The smile faded from her face. “We can ride King wherever you want to go.”


    What kind of fourteen-year-old wasn’t jumping at a chance to hop into a car with their best friend without parental supervision? Most girls would be all over this. But Briar sure as shit wasn’t like most girls.


    “I don’t want to ride, Bri. I want to drive. With you.”


    “Oh,” she blew out on a breath. “Okay.” She released my hand, but followed me over to the car. At the last second, I decided I should try to be a gentleman and reached for the handle at the same time she did. Our hands met and I curled my fingers around hers. Her eyes flicked up to meet mine and she bit down on her lip.


    I’d already known how great it was to kiss her, but I wanted to know what it would be like if I were to draw her lip into my mouth and nibble it in the same way. We’d never done that. Nothing more than the quick, chaste pecks.


    “Why are you looking at me like that?” she whispered, her voice gravelly with nerves. Somehow, knowing I made her nervous in this moment made my pulse throb throughout my body. I wondered if she could possibly know what I was really thinking. If she wanted me to do exactly what I was dying to do.


    “You shouldn’t bite your lip,” I rasped. I was sixteen and hormonal as all hell. Having your walking, talking fantasy live right next door with direct access to her bedroom window could nearly kill a guy my age.


    “Why not?” she murmured. My fingers tightened around hers. I wanted to tell her all the reasons. Fuck that—I wanted to show her. For hours upon hours. But when you’re sixteen and the girl you’re in love with is also your best friend, it’s difficult to be completely honest. Sometimes even with yourself.


    But I went for it anyway.


    “Because when you do that, it makes me want things.”


    “What kind of things?” she asked, her voice dropping several octaves. And then she pressed her teeth into that plump lip again.


    I released her hand and stepped back, closing my eyes, and fighting every instinct that told me to kiss her. “Things that’ll change everything.” And then I walked over to the driver’s side and started the car. We drove around, listening to music, and letting the wind sweep through the car, taking all the previous tension with it. That’s how it was with us. We never talked about the bad or the awkward. We just let it go and moved on. Avoidance worked well for us.


    Later that night, I found a note on the pulley outside my window. She had written three simple words that shifted everything as I read them.


    Change is good.


    It takes me a moment to regain my bearings. What did she ask? I close my eyes and inhale deeply. Flynn. That’s right. She wants to make sure this medicine is safe for Flynn.


    I clear my throat and meet her eyes. “Kent used to sell illegal drugs for Delphi. He was my mom’s supplier. He got out, and now he sells legal drugs illegally.”


    Her brows crinkle as she tries to follow along. “Doesn’t that make them illegal drugs then?”


    “Yes.”


    “So…”


    “This is real Penicillin,” I state. “Used to treat real infections caused by real gunshot wounds. A few doses of this and Flynn will be okay. That’s all that really matters.” I open the syringe and flip the cool bottle in my hand upside down. “The needles are new. Clean. Never been used. And when I’m done with it, I’ll throw it away.” I glance over at her and soften my features the best I can through the nausea trying to overtake me.


    “Please just trust me.”


    She maintains eyes contact as she struggles with the decision. And then she nods and walks away.
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    Briar


    


    After Kent locked himself in his bedroom for the night, Benji played doctor before he and Megan took the spare room. Flynn passed out on the couch after accepting the shot of Penicillin. I didn’t ask any further questions about where it came from. I’m not really sure I want to know. As long as it can help Flynn, I don’t care.


    I flip on my side and look at Kameron’s sleeping form beside me. I can smell the scent of her gum and wonder if she’s sleeping with it in her mouth or if the smell is just part of her now. I don’t pick up her usual apple fragrance and that makes me sad. She looks peaceful and I envy her that. I can’t sleep. The past few days keep replaying in my mind like a scratched record. Flynn hitting the ground as the bullet sliced through his back. The look on Jacoby’s face as Flynn pulled the trigger. His blood, warm and red on my skin.


    There’s something about the dark still night that haunts me. All the fear and sadness I’ve felt sits raw inside my chest and I’m overcome with terror every time I try to close my eyes. Even Jaxon’s soft snores do nothing to comfort me.


    Lying on the living room floor of a stranger’s house isn’t helping either. Every new sound I’m unfamiliar with sends a jolt of panic to my heart. Every shadow chills me to the bone with fear. I’m fighting the urge to scream or cry. I can’t take it anymore.


    I shove the thin blanket off my legs and sit up, gasping. I feel around for Kam’s phone. I press a button, illuminating the screen as I look for the remote. I flip the TV on and tuck the phone back beneath her pillow. The TV’s pale blue light flickers along the walls, casting more shadows that play with my head. I stare at the screen unseeingly for several seconds. Movement catches my attention. My breath hitches in my throat before I register Benji’s presence.


    “Hi,” I whisper, relief washing over me.


    He scrapes his fingers through his hair and pulls the bedroom door closed behind him. I watch silently as he steps over Kam, wrapped snugly in a blanket, and makes his way over to me. I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until he lowers himself to sit beside me.


    “Hi.”


    I feel my lips lift into the first hint of a smile in I don’t know how long. Nothing about this situation is anywhere close to how it used to be with Benji, but having him close like this is so familiar. Comforting. I sigh softly.


    “How are you doing?”


    He shrugs, his arm bumping mine with the gesture. “I feel like shit,” he offers. “I want to claw my own skin off or rip out my hair. Maybe both.” He inhales deeply and releases it in a rush. “I’m so tired. I want to sleep so badly, but I can’t turn my mind off. I’m fucking twitchy as hell.”


    I wonder briefly if it’s all from detoxing or if some of his sleeping issue is the same as mine. “Sleeping pills didn’t work?”


    He chuckles without humor. “No. But I think Jaxon got the cheapest ones he could find. Those things couldn’t put a baby to sleep, let alone me. Coming off of oxy does that. I’m exhausted, but sleep just won’t come.”


    “I’m sorry,” I murmur.


    Benji drops his eyes, his gaze settling on his fisted hands. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I fucked up and now I have to pay the price.” He sighs harshly. “The hardest part is knowing I can make this all go away.”


    I feel my brows pull together in confusion. “What do you mean?”


    His eyes meet mine, studying me for a long moment. He drags his leg up, bending it at the knee and props his elbow. “I know that all I need to do is pop an oxy and it’ll take all this pain away.”


    I shake my head, trying to wrap my mind around that. Is it really that easy? And if so, would he really do that? Give up so quickly? “You still have them?”


    Benji shrugs stiffly. “Yeah. I told Megan I left them behind at the house, hoping if they were out of sight—out of reach—then they’d be out of mind. Doesn’t seem to be working though.” He blinks slowly, staring at the wall.


    “I was trying to wean myself—thought it’d be easier,” he continues, huffing out a bitter laugh. “It wasn’t.” He brings his shaking fingers to his forehead and rubs roughly. “I know—I know—I should get rid of them. Flush them. But it’s like this security blanket. As long as I know they’re there, I can do this. It’s fucked up, but it is what it is.”


    “But you won’t? Take them, I mean.” I have to ask. I can’t read this Benji. He’s a completely different person from the boy I grew up with. I have no idea what’s going on in his mind right now.


    He gazes hard at me for several seconds, the rhythm of our mutual breaths the only sound. “No. I don’t think so. I want…” He drops his eyes, raking his fingers through his hair. “I want to get better. I can’t be like this. Not anymore.”


    My bottom lip quivers as I watch him. He’s so big, strong. He looks like he can take on an army, but a little pill has reduced him to this stranger beside me. “I wish there was something I could do to help you.”


    Even though he doesn’t look at me, I’m graced with one of his contagious smiles, dimples and all. “I know you do. You’ve always been like that—wanting to help everyone. Save the world one person at a time. It’s what I love most about you.”


    I inhale sharply.


    What he loves most?


    I peer up at him, at his gorgeous face, and I internally beg him to look back at me. To explain what exactly he means by that. What he loves most.


    He shivers, goose bumps visibly rising across his skin. His eyes pinch closed and he releases a pained breath.


    “You okay?”


    He shakes his head, his jaw clenched tight. “My stomach’s cramping.” I place my hand on his shoulder comfortingly. I hate feeling this way. This powerless. There has to be something I can do for him. Some way I can ease his pain or at least take his mind off of it. He leans into my side and it’s like we’re two puzzle pieces snapping together. Like he was made to fit against me, and I for him.


    “Briar—”


    The bedroom door closes, drawing both of our attention. Megan stands in the small hallway, her face pale and covered in a thick sheen of sweat. Her legs shake at the knees as she turns toward the bathroom. Before she can even get the door shut, the sounds of her vomiting echo throughout the small house.


    A moment passes. Then two. I don’t know what to say. What to do. I don’t know her. She’s Benji’s girlfriend. He pushes to his feet without any of his usual grace and peers down at me, his face masked with regret.


    “Try to get some rest,” he murmurs. “There’s nothing you can do for me, no matter how much you might want to.”


    That’s bullshit. I know I can’t take all his pain away, but I can be here for him. He doesn’t need to go through this alone.


    As I watch his retreating form, I realize he’s not alone. He has Megan. And she understands what he’s going through in a way I never can.


    


    ~*~


    


    I wake to the sound of shouting. My heart hammers against my ribs as I try to untangle myself from the blanket wrapped around my legs, but my fingers are shaking too much.


    “Get her the fuck out of here,” Kent growls.


    “WHERE?” Jaxon yells. “Where the hell are we supposed to take her?”


    I finally kick my feet free and stumble toward the angry voices, wiping the sleep from my eyes. I pause just outside of the spare room and peek around the corner. The first thing I see is Kameron, just barely within the room, leaning into Flynn’s side. Her hand is over her mouth and her eyes are full of horror. My gaze flicks up to Flynn’s face, but he’s staring, expressionless, at the bed.


    I shift, turning my attention to the rest of the room. Kent has his hands fisted into his blonde locks, panic and rage contorting his features. Jaxon’s hands are on his hips, his nostrils flaring as he breathes heavily, his head shaking from side to side.


    And then my eyes land on the bed. Benji is seated on his knees, his eyes closed tightly, tears rolling down his unusually pale cheeks. But it’s what I see next that has me grasping the wall for support. Megan’s upper half is draped across Benji’s arms, her head laid back like a rag doll, and her eyes staring blankly at the ceiling. Her lips are such a vivid purple and there is a milkiness to her dilated dark irises. I know Megan is dead without being told.


    Kent hisses through clenched teeth. He releases the death grip on his hair as he says, “I don’t give one flying fuck where the hell you dump her, but you better get her out of my house. I’m not going down for this shit.”


    As my eyes lift from Megan’s ashen face, I notice Benji’s lips are moving. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but I can read his mouth form the word “no” over and over again. The pain he feels, so evident, crushes me. How much can these men lose before it’s too much to take?


    “What happened?” The two words barely make it past my lips. I feel as if I’m being strangled. Choking on Benji’s sorrow and my own horror.


    “They said she overdosed,” Kameron murmurs, staring straight ahead.


    My eyes widen as Benji looks up at me and begins to rock Megan in his arms. “She must have heard us last night,” he says, his voice a flat monotone. Lifeless. “She must have heard me say I still had oxy. That it’d take away the pain.” He shakes his head as if shaking away the memory. “I only fell asleep for a few minutes. She must have waited…” He closes his eyes again, effectively closing us out. “It was so much harder for her.”


    “I’m sorry man, but you can’t stay here anymore,” Kent states firmly. “Any debt I owed is paid. You’ve got twenty minutes to gather your shit. I want you all out. And lose my address.” He stalks past me and into his bedroom, closing the door. I hear the lock turn with a solid click.


    “Benji,” Jax whispers as he leans onto the bed. The motion causes Benji to sway, but he doesn’t acknowledge his brother. “We need to go, man. We need to figure out what we’re going to do.” He reaches for Megan and Benji finally looks at him.


    “What we’re going to do?” Benji huffs out a dry breath. “There’s nothing to do now. Nowhere to go. Nobody to help. She was my only hope. We’re fucked.”


    I take Kam’s hand and back out of the room. She nods and takes hold of Flynn, urging him to follow. Once we’re back in the living room, I go about shoving our few belongings back into the backpacks. I don’t know what’s going to happen next, but I know we can’t stay here.


    “What are we going to do?” Kameron asks as she watches me move quickly around the room.


    “I don’t know,” I breathe. “Take her to the hospital?”


    “Can’t take her to the hospital,” Flynn croaks. His words crackle in his throat as if it’s the first time he’s spoken in days. “Hospitals have cameras. They’ll call the cops and we can’t deal with cops, remember?”


    “Well we can’t just dump her on the side of the road,” Kam counters.


    Flynn shrugs gingerly. “We could find a dumpster or something.”


    Kameron gasps, her eyes raking over Flynn as if she’s seeing him for the first time. “She’s not trash, Flynn. She was somebody’s daughter.”


    “People care about her,” I add. “There has to be something else. Something better.”


    “There isn’t,” Jax says as he joins us. He mimics my movements, fluttering around the room, gathering our belongings. “We walk into a hospital it’ll lead them right to us. The only choice we have is to drop her somewhere.


    “I know it’s not right,” he continues when he’s met with our stunned silence, “but it’s the safest route. We ditch her and get as far away from here as quickly as possible. Fuck it. We might as well leave her with your dad’s car.”


    I cringe as a disgusted chill makes it way down my back.


    “Does she have family?” I ask. I don’t know why it matters, but I need to know. I don’t think I have ever spoken one word to Megan, or her to me, but she was important to Benji. That made her important to me, regardless of the jealousy I felt towards her. If she has parents out there, looking for her, wondering where she is…they should be notified.


    “Megan didn’t have anyone but Benji,” Jax replies matter-of-factly.


    It should be some small relief, but it isn’t. Not at all.


    Kameron shakes her head. “I don’t think I can do this anymore. I want to go home. I’m not like this. I’m not cut out to deal with this shit.” She takes her bag from my hand and swings it over her shoulder. “I’m whiskey shots and town beauty pageants.” She flails her hands through the air frantically. “Not drug overdoses and dumping dead bodies. I can’t do it. I can’t.”


    Jax drops his duffle bag to the floor and places his hands on each side of Kameron’s face. She continues to shake her head, but he doesn’t let her go. “None of us are meant to deal with this. I know. We were given a shitty hand, but we’ve already been dealt in. We can’t just walk away anymore.”


    “Why not?” she husks as tears pool in her eyes.


    “Because they will find you and they will kill you. I’m not willing to let that happen. I will keep you safe. I swear it. But you have to stay with me in order for me to do that.”


    I’m holding my breath as I watch Kameron and Jaxon’s exchange until she nods her assent. Jax sags in relief and I release my breath, falling heavily into the chair behind me. Part of me wanted to hear Jax say she could go home—that we could all go home—even though I know it’s not possible. The other part of me selfishly hoped he would make her stay because I can’t do this without her.


    Kam places her hands over top of Jax’s and asks, “What are we going to do?”


    He presses his forehead to hers and sighs. “We keep running.”
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    Benji


    


    Having hope is an incredible feeling. Freeing. To feel so much desire toward a specific outcome that you actually believe it could really, truly happen is one of the best sensations. Few things compare.


    Sex. Drugs. Love.


    They all give you a sense of fulfillment, if only for a moment.


    But hope gives you the illusion of fulfillment. Something you’re always striving for. A goal always trying to be reached. It consumes you. It takes over before you ever even know it’s happening. You’re always waiting, anticipating in the end you’ll have what you want.


    To have no hope is depressing, I guess. But when you don’t have something to begin with, you can’t miss it when it’s gone.


    But to lose all of your hope—to have it ripped away from you—it’s such an abandoning feeling. Cold. Lonely.


    I hadn’t realized how much I was clinging to my hope, or the way it kept me going when all I wanted to do was give up.


    Megan had been that for me. She had been my hope. The one who knew enough dirt about Delphi to get me out of this mess.


    And now she’s gone.


    I hate her. I fucking hate her so much right now. How could she do this? She’s ruined everything. Without her, I have nothing. No way out. No insurance policy.


    It’s over.


    “Benji?” Jax stands at the door, his eyes raking over Megan’s unmoving form in my arms. “We’re ready to go. We should probably…”


    I know what he wants to say. What he can’t bring himself to say. Even though he didn’t really know Megan, didn’t really care for her, he can’t make himself say it. But I know.


    We should wrap her in something before we shove her into the trunk. Before we drop her into a dumpster or a hole somewhere. Before we move on like she never existed.


    I nod. And then I let her slide out of my arms and onto the bed. I wipe the moisture from my eyes, from my cheeks. I want to scream. I want to rage. I want to tell her that I’m not crying for her. That I hate her so badly I don’t think I’ll ever be able to shed a single fucking tear for her. I’m crying because she’s ruined everything. Her greedy, selfish need cost me every-fucking-thing. I stare at her. Glare down at her lifeless eyes. How could you be so weak?


    I wait. I actually wait as if she can somehow hear my thoughts. Can somehow give me an answer. And then I fold the blanket around her, lift her from the bed, and follow my brother out of the room.


    I feel nothing.


    I’m not sad. I’m not cold. I’m not tired, or wired, or jonesing.


    I’m nothing.


    “Take the keys off the hook,” I say flatly. Jax hesitates for a moment, his hand hovering over Kent’s keys. I narrow my eyes and he finally plucks them from their clip. I follow him silently out the door and it feels as if this isn’t real. Like someone else is carrying Megan’s body down the steps and placing her into Kent’s trunk. I slam it shut and curl my hand into a fist, resting it atop the car.


    “What’s the plan now?” Jaxon asks me.


    I huff out a bitter laugh and shake my head.


    A plan.


    We need another plan.


    I turn around and jog up the stairs. When I get to the top, everything starts to catch up to me. The lack of sleep. The withdrawal. The panic. The fear. The pain.


    My head spins. My stomach rolls. My head feels like it’s about to explode.


    My oxy’s gone.


    It’s gone. That fucking bitch took it all.


    Alarm floods over me, dragging me under. Drowning me.


    I can’t breathe.


    I can’t think.


    I can’t fucking breathe.


    There’s no hope. There’s no hope. There’s no hope.


    It’s gone.


    All gone.


    “Benji.”


    My head snaps up. That one word—my name—spoken so softly and with so much fear—has me sucking in a breath. Then another, and another.


    I stare into her pale green eyes and know I have to keep going.


    I move quickly, ducking into the kitchen. I pull out the bottle of Penicillin, grab several syringes, and shove everything into the small Styrofoam cooler on the counter. There’s no ice in the freezer, but there’s a half-gallon of Rocky Road. It’ll have to do. I drop it inside and fasten the lid.


    “Did you pack the Gatorade and sleeping pills?” I ask Jax as I begin shuffling everybody out the door. He nods and I pull the door shut behind me.


    Our group—now five—stands on the porch. They’re all looking to me for some kind of guidance. Some plan of action. Maybe they want me to tell them everything’s going to work out. That it’ll all be fine.


    I don’t do that.


    Because I have no idea how this will turn out in the end.


    I let myself drop heavily onto the top step, my legs no longer willing to hold my weight. I clutch my stomach, waiting for the latest cramping to ease.


    “Take Kent’s car,” I tell Jax, my voice cracking over each word. “Go to the parking garage where you left Briar’s car and put Megan in the trunk. She’ll be found quicker that way.” I pause because as it comes out of my mouth, I hear how fucked up it sounds. This is what I am now. And it scares me.


    I hope this doesn’t blow back on Briar’s parents with the car in her dad’s name, but I can’t leave Megan in a dumpster. I just…don’t know what else to do.


    How far can you sink before you no longer recognize yourself? Because I think I might be there. This is my bottom and the rocks are jagged as hell.


    Jax hasn’t moved. Nobody has. They’re all still staring at me. I hate having to say this. To have to do this. But I have nothing else. I can’t give them more.


    “I’d do it myself if I could,” I say. And it’s true. But we both know I wouldn’t make it at this point. I wipe the sweat from my forehead before it can drip into my eyes. “Come back when you’re done and we’ll figure out what to do next.”


    Jaxon nods slowly. He keeps his eyes on me and I know he wants to say something. Probably cuss me out for fucking up his life. I deserve it. But he looks away, pivoting on his heels, and starts down the stairs.


    “Jax?” I call.


    He shields his eyes from the sun and glances up at me. “Yeah?”


    “Don’t get caught, man.”


    He bobs his head once before climbing into Kent’s car. As he pulls away, Flynn drops beside me, leaning against the other rail. I peer sideways at him. He looks like shit, but better than he did last night. I open the cooler in between my feet and get his shot of Penicillin ready.


    “I’m sorry,” I say as I jab the needle into his arm. His eyes meet mine, narrowing slightly. “For what happened to your parents. What happened to you. I never meant…” I wince through another cramp. My next breath doesn’t come as easy. My lungs feel constricted by the pain. But I keep talking. I need to say this.


    “I didn’t mean for you to get dragged into our mess. And I know an apology will never cover it, but I really am so fucking sorry.”


    Flynn doesn’t say anything. He shifts his gaze, staring out at the yard, but it doesn’t look like he’s seeing it.


    “And I want to thank you,” I go on. That gets his attention. His head swings back in my direction, his brows raised in a silent question.


    “For taking care of her when I was gone.” We both know how he took care of her. And we both know he never told her where I was or that I waited for her to contact me. But it doesn’t matter. She needed to move on and to find happiness. He did that for her and I’m grateful.


    “But just so we’re clear, no matter how deep I’m in your debt, if you ever point a gun in her direction again, I won’t hold back next time.”


    Nothing.


    There is nothing in his eyes as he stares back at me. After several beats, he tips his head, giving me a stiff nod. Then he pushes himself up and pads down the stairs to sit on the curb by himself.


    As I’m putting everything back into the cooler and closing it up, Briar takes a seat beside me. She doesn’t keep to the opposite side like Flynn did. Instead, her thigh lightly grazes mine. I can feel the heat coming off her skin and smell the fruity scent of her shampoo.


    “I love that sound,” she says, sighing contently. I don’t understand how she can sit next to me and find any kind of pleasure.


    “What sound?”


    She lifts her head up to the sky and closes her eyes. “The ocean.” She takes a deep breath and releases it slowly, as if she’s savoring it. “And that smell.”


    I stare at her profile, at her smooth skin, her long lashes resting on her cheeks, the tiny freckle on her lip, and I strain to hear what she hears.


    Her eyes open, catching me staring, but I don’t look away. And neither does she. “I can’t hear it,” I say. All I can make out is the thrumming in my eardrums that beats in time with the ache in my head.


    “It’s the waves. I can hear them splashing at the sand.” She squints, causing her nose to crinkle. It makes me want to smile—until she speaks again. “I’m sorry about your girlfriend.”


    My girlfriend.


    I look away as I’m assaulted by an onslaught of emotions, none of which I want to be feeling. “She wasn’t my girlfriend.” My head falls and I take a moment to glare at my boots. “She was once, I guess.”


    “But you still cared about her,” Briar says. It’s not a question and I have no reply, so I don’t say anything.


    I stare out at the small yard, inching my hand off my lap and sliding it into Briar’s. I feel her eyes on me, but I don’t look at her again. I can’t. I’m afraid what I might see. She doesn’t pull away. As her fingers intertwine with mine, squeezing gently, I realize I’m holding on to my hope.
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    Briar


    


    I try not to feel anything. I tell myself it’s wrong. We’ve been surrounded by so much death and violence these past few days. To feel what I’m feeling right now is wrong. It’s so wrong.


    But maybe it’s because we’re in danger, because it’s been brutally obvious that none of us know how much time we have left, that I have this overwhelming desire to wrap my arms around Benji. I want to hold him close to me, kiss away his pain, and never let him go again.


    Tomorrow, I may not have this chance.


    An hour from now, I may not have this chance.


    I should just do it. I should grab this opportunity by the balls and confess to Benji how, even after all this time, he’s all I’ve thought about. That his touch makes my heart pound inside my chest. That I’m still in love with him. He’s changed. I’ve changed. But my feelings—they haven’t.


    I almost laugh at myself.


    Almost.


    Megan just died and here I am pouncing on Benji. What the hell is wrong with me?


    We stay this way, quietly holding onto one another until the small blue car Jax borrowed—unbeknownst to Kent—pulls in front of the house.


    Jax jumps out of the car. His expression twisted with alarm, his body radiating with panicked energy.


    “What’s the matter?” Benji questions immediately. He hasn’t released my hand and his harsh grip is making my fingers throb. Flynn stands up and heads toward us, picking up on the same thing I am—something’s wrong.


    “It could be nothing,” Jax says hesitantly. He looks over his shoulder, scanning the houses around us. “I saw a car—looked like Ethan’s.”


    “Where?” Benji hisses.


    “Who’s Ethan?” I ask.


    “A couple blocks over,” Jax says, ignoring me. “I think—they might have seen me.”


    “How?” Flynn asks. “How did they find us?”


    “I don’t know,” Benji murmurs. “We’ve been careful.”


    “Do you think Kent…?” Jax offers.


    Benji shakes his head. “No. He put us up all night. They’d be pissed he helped us.”


    “Unless it was an act,” Flynn replies.


    “No, man. He kicked us out,” Jax reminds him.


    “Cell phones,” I say. Four sets of eyes turn toward me at once. “Can they trace a cell phone?”


    “Yes,” Benji growls. “Why?”


    I don’t answer, but my gaze falls on Kameron. She clicks her tongue, popping a small bubble as she slips her cell from her pocket and looks down at it as if she’s never seen a phone before. Benji’s hand clasps mine too tightly. I flinch, ready to pull away, when he shoots up, pulling me with him.


    “You brought your phone?” he hisses.


    “I didn’t use it,” she says quickly, defending herself.


    Benji’s face falls. His head drops forward and he presses his palm against one eye. “It doesn’t matter if you used it or not. It can still be tracked.”


    “I’ll turn it off,” she offers, her voice quivering as she works the gum in her mouth nervously.


    “It’s too late.” His head pops up, moving from side to side as his eyes flick along the road. Searching. “They had all day to track it. We didn’t move all night.”


    As I watch the panic spread on his face, fear settles into my limbs. They found us.


    We’re going to die.


    Oh, my God. We’re going to die. They’re coming to kill us.


    Benji hands the cooler to Kameron before swinging his backpack onto his shoulder. He pauses, holding his hand out, palm up, in front of Kam, and wiggles his fingers. She drops the cell phone into his waiting hand. He rears back and tosses it hard. It hits the ground several yards away bouncing once before it shatters.


    “Come on,” he demands, “we have to get out of here.”


    “We’re taking his car?” Jax asks incredulously. “Let’s just hoof it to the motel like we planned.”


    Benji ignores him, pulling the back door open. He nudges Flynn in, takes the cooler from Kam, and shoves it in as well.


    “Dude, I’m not stealing his car,” Jaxon protests. “It’s bad enough we led them here. I’m not doing this.”


    Benji guides Kam in next, then pivots back, meeting Jax’s determined glare. “Your little girlfriend brought her phone along.” He grits his teeth and takes a noticeable breath. “Delphi’s guys could be here any second,” he states. “We don’t have time to take a morality test. Get the fuck in the car.”


    They both stand there with gazes locked, breathing hard. Finally, Jax takes a step back and lowers himself into the driver’s seat. Benji looks back, holding his hand out to me. “Come on.”


    “We need to warn Kent,” I say, backing away. The guy’s kind of an asshole, but Jax is right. We brought this to him. I don’t want him to die because of us.


    Benji matches my steps without missing a beat, even in his condition. “We’ll stop somewhere and call him.” He reaches for me again and I almost take his hand.


    And then I remember Kent doesn’t have a phone. I can feel the expression on my face. The shock that Benji doesn’t care about warning Kent. The shame I feel for him because of it. And the hurt that he so easily—so flawlessly—just lied to me.


    “Hard to call him when he doesn’t have a phone,” I breathe.


    He makes a noise, somewhere between a groan and a growl, and rubs his forehead. “I’ll go tell him once you get your ass in the car.”


    “You get in the car,” I say firmly. “I’ll be quicker.” I rush up the steps before he can stop me. I hear him yell my name as I open the door. I ignore him, hurrying inside and heading straight for Kent’s room. I raise my hand to knock when his door swings open.


    “What the fuck are you still doing here?”


    “We think Delphi may be on his way here for us.”


    Benji stumbles into the hallway, his eyes blazing with anger as he glowers at me. “We need to go,” he pants. “Now.”


    “You led him to my house, man?” Kent says as he pushes past me. “I knew I should have turned your sorry ass away.” He sticks his fingers into the blinds, pulling them apart to peer outside.


    “Motherfucker. How you gonna just take my car?”


    Benji grabs my hand and jerks me forward. “We’re going. Come with us or find somewhere to hide out. Or stay here for all I care, and work it out with Delphi. But we’re taking the car.”


    Before Kent can reply, the sound of squealing tires fills the room. Benji lunges forward, towing me behind him. He mimics Kent, spreading the blinds to look outside. I can see just enough to make out Kent’s car fishtailing out onto the road, the back door slapping shut with the movement.


    I push myself up next to Benji, looking out the window with horror. They left us, I think numbly as I watch another car speed by, giving chase.


    “Shit,” Benji breathes. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”


    At the end of the street, Jax pops a U-turn, swinging the car around. He darts past the other car in the opposite direction.


    “Go,” Benji pleads. “Just keep going Jax. Keep going.”


    And he does. He flies past the house, the tires kicking up dirt and gravel as he turns the corner. The other car is still turning around at the opposite end of the road.


    “Back door?” Benji demands as he grips Kent’s shoulder.


    “Patio door. In my room.”


    I don’t know if Kent follows us or not. Benji pulls me through the house, down the hallway, and into the bedroom. He flips the lock and slides the door sideways. “When we get out there, don’t look back, just run as fast as you can.” I think I nod. “You ready?”


    I shake my head. No. I’m not ready for any of this.


    He leans forward, sticking just enough of his head out to take a look around. It must be clear because the next thing I know, we’re outside, my feet pounding the ground. He guides us through some bushes, the thorny branches ripping at my clothes and dragging across my skin.


    We keep going, picking up speed. My backpack slams into my back with every hurried step. My pulse is pounding loudly in my ears as Benji slows us to a fast-paced walk. He ushers me in between two houses and we come out on a main road filled with tourists.


    “Blend in,” he utters. His face is red. Sweat is dripping from his nose and soaking his shirt. He can barely catch a breath. I’m afraid he’s going to collapse any second.


    “Maybe we should stop for a minute. You need a break.”


    “Not yet.”


    Benji’s grip tightens on my hand, towing me along.


    I stop. I don’t mean to, my feet just refuse to work. Benji tugs me into his side, his hand curling around my hip. “We need to keep going.”


    “What if they got them? We have to do something. We have to—”


    “Bri,” Benji murmurs. “Jax is probably on the highway, far away by now.”


    I want to believe him. I want to so badly. But there’s no way he can know that. I blink rapidly, trying to see through my tear-filled eyes.


    He presses his lips together as his gaze flicks over my face. “There’s nothing we can do right now. Once we get somewhere safe, then we can worry.” He shakes his head, his eyes falling away. “I still have some of the money your dad gave me. We can get a motel room and hold up for a day or two. I’m getting sicker.” He brushes a strand of hair away from my face and touches my chin before slipping his backpack off his shoulder. He slides mine off next, setting it on the ground beside his.


    “I’m going to be useless soon.”


    He takes his wallet out and places it inside of my bag, followed discreetly by the gun Kent gave him. “If we don’t find someplace in time, you leave me, and you keep going. You might need to use the gun at some point. If someone approaches you, and you’re not sure, shoot first, ask questions later. The safety’s on the left. When it’s on, you’ll see a small red dot. Flip the little switch upward to unlock it. If you forget which way, just try to remember, red is dead—the gun, and you if you don’t defend yourself.”


    “That’s not going to happen,” I insist as I take his hand and pull him to his feet. “I need you, Benji. I can’t do this alone. I hate guns and I don’t ever want to have to use one. Don’t make me.”


    He closes his eyes as if in pain. By my words or by his body’s reaction to the withdrawal, I don’t know. His fingers graze over my fingers and then he locks our hands together once again.
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    Benji


    


    I roll over, my hand landing on Briar’s stomach. She’s lying next to me, her head resting on the pillow, facing me. Her long, auburn hair trails off the opposite side. My fingers flex against her heated skin. She stirs and arches into my hand. Time stands still as her eyes flutter open and I’m met with that captivating green gaze. I know I should pull my hand back, but I can’t seem to find the motivation to move away from her.


    Briar’s lips part and I focus on her mouth. How much I want to lean in and taste it. Feel the warmth of her tongue against mine. Catch up on all the time we’ve missed.


    Something in her eyes changes as quickly as a switch being flipped. Something I can’t quite identify, but has me so turned on I might just act on my desires. Her hand slides down her body, coming to rest over mine. A beat passes, and then she begins inching my fingers under her shirt and up her smooth skin.


    The sweet sensation of touching her like this is consuming. It’s been so long… There was a time when this was all mine. A time when I would caress her skin every chance I could. When she wanted my hands on her as much as I did. Doing this now, after three years, it’s like coming home.


    The tips of my fingers remember exactly the right amount of pressure to leave goose bumps in their wake. Every crease in my hand recalls the path she wants to be traveled. My body is heating. The feel of her against my hand is exciting, exhilarating. But what has my heart pounding inside my chest and all my thoughts lost, is the overwhelming awareness of just how right this is.


    I haven’t felt love since the day I left her, but the abundance I feel now is so intense, I could almost cry.


    I love her. I’ve never stopped. Not for one second. And living without the one you love isn’t really living. It’s only surviving—passing each day. And I was barely doing that.


    But right now, I’m alive.


    She pauses our hands’ movement just under her breast. My palm is resting on her ribs. I can feel the swollen skin there. My thumb glides back and forth gently. And then I lean into her, pressing my lips to hers. She opens for me immediately and I stroke her tongue with mine. A moan sounds in her throat and I instinctively echo it, answering her with my own pleasurable noise.


    She rolls us, pushing me onto my back as her leg sweeps over my hips until she’s straddling my thighs. Underneath her, I harden to the point of painfulness. I want this. I want her. And by the way she presses herself against me, releasing another moan, I know she wants me too.


    I could spend the rest of my life reliving this exact moment and be the happiest man in the world.


    “Benji.” She sighs my name and I feel it through my entire body.


    I shove my hands into her thick hair and guide her mouth back to mine. “I love you,” I whisper against her lips. I feel her smile back against mine. My heart is racing. Those tears I held back earlier threaten to spill again. This is all I ever wanted. All I ever wished for. This moment.


    Her hips grind against me and I can’t take much more. I want her so badly. I skim my hands down her sides, searching for the hem of her shirt, and lift it away. She raises her arms, allowing me to remove the fabric between us. I take a moment—just a second to relish in her beauty.


    She’s like a living, breathing angel on my lap.


    The door bursts open, slamming into the wall. Delphi stands in the doorway. The sun shines in around him, blotting out his features, but I know it’s him. It happens so fast. All I can do is watch in horror as he lifts his gun.


    “I love you, Benji,” Briar breathes just as the gun fires. Thick, warm blood sprays my face as Briar lurches forward from the force of the bullet.


    “NO,” I roar. “NO, no, no, no.”


    Delphi laughs as Briar’s body slumps in my arms. I hold her, draped across my legs, and scrub the hair out of her face. She stares up at me with lifeless eyes, the green fading away as her pupils dilate. Everything that makes her Briar slowly pales, growing fainter and fainter until there’s nothing left.


    She’s just a body, lying in a pool of blood. The metallic scent fills my lungs. Delphi’s cold laugh grows louder and louder. I blink the moisture from my eyes and Briar’s face disappears, replaced with Megan’s. Her dead brown eyes gaze back at me accusingly.


    Delphi howls louder. I release Megan, letting her sag to the bed, and I close my eyes and cover my ears. But I can’t erase the traces of blood filling my vision. I can’t block out the sound.


    “Briar, Briar, Briar,” I chant like a plea. This isn’t real. This isn’t really happening. It can’t be.


    I startle awake, my arms thrashing, reaching, searching. I gasp for air. Fight to fill my lungs with a breath that doesn’t smell of blood. My eyes flick across the wall, the same faded wallpaper from my dream. Same generic landscape painting inside a cheap golden frame.


    The door opens and Briar hurries inside, her eyes widening in concern. Mine burn with tears of relief as she moves toward me. I grip her arm, dragging her into my arms, and hug her tightly. She winces and I remember her ribs. I loosen my grip, pulling back enough to touch her face. I smooth her hair and study her eyes, making sure she’s really okay. And then I press a kiss to her forehead, her eyelids, her nose, her cheeks.


    “I thought I lost you,” I husk. “I thought you were gone.” I tuck my head into the crook of her neck and inhale.


    Her fingers slide down my back, soothing me. “I just went out for a few minutes,” she says softly. “I got you some Gatorade and crackers.”


    I shake my head, unable to say anything more. I don’t want to let her go. I can’t. I can’t.


    “You have to try to drink something. You must be dehydrated.”


    “Later,” I mumble against her shoulder.


    She pushes me back, but I cling to her, unwilling to release her just yet. “You threw up all night and slept all day. We need to get some electrolytes in you.”


    Flashes of the past couple days flip through my mind like a picture book. Checking into the seedy motel. Falling on my knees in front of the toilet. Briar kneeling beside me with a cool washcloth. Her dragging me to the only bed. Me gagging on the sips of water she forced down my throat.


    The fear in her eyes.


    The worry in her voice.


    But she stayed with me the whole time.


    I must be too caught up in the memories because I don’t realize I’ve let her out of the confines of my arms until she’s offering me a bottle of orange Gatorade. I take it and as soon as the cold liquid hits my tongue I finally comprehend how parched I am. I chug it down, not slowing until my stomach churns, rejecting too much at once.


    “I slept all day? What time is it?”


    “A little after one.”


    “In the afternoon?”


    “In the morning.”


    “You shouldn’t be out by yourself in the middle of the night.”


    “I don’t have much choice. You need things and I’m the only one who can get them.” She takes the bottle from my hand and sets it on the nightstand. “How do you feel? Think you’re ready to try some crackers?”


    I shake my head absentmindedly. More memories surface and my chest seizes in panic. “Jax,” I choke as I shove the blanket off of my legs.


    Briar places her hand on my shoulder firmly, holding me in place. “You need to get better before we can do anything. Eat. Drink. Get your strength back. That’s all you have to worry about right now.”


    I let her guide me back until I’m lying propped on the pillows. But she’s wrong. Getting better isn’t the only thing I have to worry about. I need a plan. I have to do something to make sure my dream never comes true.
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    Briar


    


    Once Benji falls asleep, I perch on the end of the bed and watch him. I watch his chest, the rise and fall of each new breath. I watch his hands twitch and clench before relaxing again. I watch his face, his thick brows crinkled, his full lips frowning. He’s never really peaceful, even in rest.


    It’s sad and I can’t tear my eyes away from him. I watch him until my body no longer allows me to.


    When I awaken, Benji is sitting up, his back against the headboard, and his golden gaze directed at me. I push myself up and rub the sleep from my eyes.


    “Good morning,” he rasps. I can’t tell if he just woke up or if the rawness to his voice is from lack of use. Maybe he’s thirsty. I slide off the bed and grab another Gatorade, offering it to him. He takes it without argument and drinks deeply.


    “Good morning,” I say. “How do you feel?”


    “Tired. But good. Better.” He recaps the drink and sighs. “I feel gross. I need a shower.” He tugs at the t-shirt he’s worn for days now, slightly stiff from old sweat. “I stink.”


    “When you’re done, will you try to eat?”


    He nods as his eyes lock on mine. “We need to talk too. I need to tell you something—explain everything.” He drags his fingers through his hair uncomfortably as I nod.


    He returns the gesture before gingerly placing his feet on the floor, pressing them against the carpet as if testing his legs’ strength. I hold my breath as he stands. When he doesn’t tip over, I sigh in relief. With his trademark crooked grin, he pads off to the bathroom.


    After we’re both showered and dressed in fresh clothes, Benji takes my hand, guiding me to the bed. We sit on opposite ends, facing each other. I grab the pack of crackers, opening it and handing him one.


    He smiles softly as he accepts it.


    “When we left,” he begins, his voice rough and low. “I never thought we’d be gone as long as we were. In my mind, I believed Jaxon would turn eighteen and we’d come back. I hadn’t realized the hold my mom had over me.” He lifts a cracker to his lips, taking a small, hesitant bite. He tests the flavor before placing the rest in his mouth.


    He takes a moment, to make sure it stays down, I think, before going on.


    “Mom OD’d the first time right before Jax’s eighteenth birthday. I came home from work and found her lying in a puddle of her own puke. Called 911.” His fingers curl, forming fists as he stares at the wall. “It was close that time. I don’t know if it was an accident or if she was tired of it and just wanted to end it.”


    I want to ask questions. Dozens of them. But I stay quiet as he gathers his next thoughts.


    “When it finally dawned on me that I couldn’t leave her, I was furious.” He looks at me now, his eyes reflecting the anger he felt back then.


    “I started using, just here and there at first. Just on the worst days. Pretty soon, all days were the worst days.” He chuckles darkly. “You don’t realize you’re addicted until it already has its hold on you. My brain made excuses, allowances. And I believed them because I wanted to. I wasn’t like her. She was a junky. I was staying to take care of her. I was better than her. I honestly believed it for a while.


    “Then my stash ran out. And Mom’s stash had run out because the extra money I used to supply her habit with was gone, wasted on my own habit. She came up with the brilliant plan to deal. Get fronted a large amount of oxy, sell it. Even up. Buy more. And hey, why not skim off the top while we’re at it? Perfect fucking plan.”


    “What happened?” I ask after his silence reaches an uncomfortable amount of time.


    He shakes his head. “It was fine at first. We were doing well. We pulled that shit off flawlessly in the beginning. But…I don’t know. It was there. It was always right there. She used. I used. The longer we used, the more we needed to get a high. So we used more. We sold. Then we used even more. And more. Sold less. And less. We started borrowing. But we were paying back less each time. And then it was gone.


    “I had never met Delphi. Mom knew him from the club where she waitressed, but I had only dealt with Kent. He was the one that dropped off and picked up.


    “He shows up, we’re short—by a lot. There’s no product left. Basically we’re fucked. But Kent comes up with this idea. This stupid plan that seemed so simple at the time.”


    “Drink,” I insist as I push a new bottle of Gatorade into his hand. He complies, wipes his mouth, and closes his eyes.


    “He told me I could come work for Delphi. Pay off the debt. They’d pay me forty percent, keep sixty until I was even. And then I’d be out.” He laughs again, the bitterness pouring off him in waves.


    “Once you’re in, you’re in. There is no out. Not unless Delphi says so.”


    “Kent said he was out,” I say, confused.


    “There is no out. Kent went from dealing to smalltime junkies to dealing to criminals. Less hours, higher pay, same business.”


    “So you went to work for Delphi?”


    “I did. I had to. And I was good at it. One week I’m selling. The next Delphi has me running errands. Dropping off product. Picking up cash. Riding along to collect from guys like me that couldn’t pay up, but weren’t given the opportunity I was.


    “Week after week, Delphi had me doing more and more shit. Taking on more responsibility. Only, I was also using more and more because now I had some extra cash and a direct supply of oxy at my fingertips. It was all so easy.”


    Benji pushes himself off the mattress and begins to pace the small space at the end of the bed. I watch him, waiting for him to continue his story, and not knowing how to feel about any of this information.


    “There’s a reason he took a liking to me.” He pauses and meets my eyes. “There is always a reason. People like Delphi don’t do shit out of the kindness of their cold black hearts. Apparently Delphi has a thing for blondes. All kinds of blondes. And he had a hard-on for Mom. I went in one night to pick Mom up after her shift, and there he is. Sitting in her section. He had plenty of other women. Younger, prettier. Women without kids. Women who weren’t strung out on pain pills. But he wanted her.


    “I didn’t give a shit. It wasn’t my business. Hell, Delphi set up his girls good. If he wanted to hook Mom up, I was fine with it. I thought maybe I could work less and still reap the benefits.” He shrugs.


    “I was too high and too stupid to see what was happening. It wasn’t until I tried to get out that I finally understood.”


    He sits back down and his expression darkens. I swallow the lump forming in my throat. I know whatever is about to come next is difficult for him to talk about.


    “You have to understand, addiction takes you over. Eventually, the person you once were disappears, and what’s left behind is nothing but a shell. I stopped caring about anything. Anyone. I just wanted to get fucked up. I forgot about Jax. I forgot about my reason for moving with my mom in the first place. I was supposed to be there for my brother and keep my mom out of trouble. I failed. I completely fucking failed and it was Jax that paid the price.


    “He begged me to clean up. He begged me to quit. He begged to have his brother back because he had nobody left. And I ignored him. I didn’t give a shit about what he wanted because what I wanted was so much more important to me.


    “It was too much. He tried to kill himself, Briar. He couldn’t deal and he took a razor to his wrist, and he cut himself open.”


    I suck in a harsh breath as my eyes fill with tears. I think about the Band-Aids I had noticed covering Jaxon’s wrist while we had ice cream at Fancy’s. I wonder if this was recent or if he was covering the scar.


    “Mom found him and she lost it. It was the first time she showed she cared in a really long time. When I visited him in the hospital, saw him lying in the bed, pale and still, something inside of me broke. I knew I had to get out. I had to get us all out.


    “My debt had been clean for a while, so I went to Delphi and I told him I was through. My family needed me.


    “He laughed. The bastard looked me in the eyes and he fucking laughed. But he did offer me another deal. If my mom came to him—asked him herself—then he’d let me go. I didn’t tell her. Not right away. I kept it to myself and kept working for him. Word got back to Mom somehow and she confronted me. I was so pissed at her by that point—I told her if she cared about Jax and me at all she’d do it.”


    I close my eyes, trying to keep the tears in. Poor Jax. Poor Shelby. Poor Benji. He doesn’t need to tell me what Delphi wanted from his mom. I get it.


    “And she did, Bri. She did it,” he says flatly. “She went to him that night. And I don’t know if it was a last ‘fuck you’ or what, but when she left his bed, she took five hundred thousand dollars worth of his drugs with her.”
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    Benji


    


    Briar shoves another cracker at me. I take it, already growing sick of the dry, salty taste. It isn’t making me want to puke, but I have zero appetite right now.


    “Eat,” she says firmly, leaving no room for argument. It makes me smile as I bite the stale cracker in half.


    “Have you eaten anything?” I’m eager to change the subject, if only for a moment.


    “There’s a convenience store across the street well-stocked with Pop-Tarts. Yes, I’ve eaten.”


    “You’ve been eating Pop-Tarts without me?” Nostalgia hits hard as I recall our daily-shared breakfasts. Briar presses her lips together as her eyebrows lift slightly, guilt written all over her face. “What flavor?” I demand.


    “Brown sugar and cinnamon,” she says innocently.


    I throw the other half of the cracker at her. “Give me a cinnamon Pop-Tart, woman. I can’t believe you’ve got me eating crusty convenience store crackers while you stash the good shit.” She laughs softly as she brushes the salty crumbs from her shirt. I missed that sound so damn much. “I don’t even know who you are anymore.” As soon as the words leave my mouth, my smile fades. Because I don’t really know her anymore, and she definitely has no clue who I’ve become.


    Briar frowns, her eyes meeting mine. “I’m still me.”


    She drops her gaze, scooping up a bag and rummages through it. I can’t find a good response. Hell, I can’t find any words at all. None. They all seem wrong somehow.


    “Tell me about Megan.” She places the foiled package in my hand and leans back on her palms. The movement pulls her shirt tight against her chest, highlighting her curves, and the last thing I want to do right now is talk about my ex-girlfriend.


    My dead ex-girlfriend.


    I rub the back of my neck and look away. And then I notice that even though my hands are still shaking, the trembling isn’t quite as bad today. I’ve gone over 72 hours without using. As soon as the thought occurs to me, the need that had been lying quietly in wait, lurking in the shadows, raises up and rears its ugly head.


    Fuck.


    A cold sweat beads across my forehead. I fist the blanket into my hand, squeezing tightly. Briar slides her fingers over my other hand where I’m unknowingly destroying my breakfast. I wish her touch was enough to force the monster back. I wish it was that easy.


    “Do you remember the day I slipped and fell into the water at the falls?”


    It takes me a second to comprehend what she’s saying. Not because I forgot, but because I’m wholly focused on my unyielding craving. “Yes,” I rasp.


    She pries the crumbled Pop-Tarts out of my hand before opening a new pack. She breaks a piece off, and I think she’s going to actually try to feed me, but she thinks better of it and places it into my hand.


    “I fell in and you didn’t even think. You jumped in after me with no regard for yourself.” Her thumb slides across the palm of her opposite hand. “I have a constant reminder of who you are engraved into my skin.” She holds her hand out, showing me the small jagged scar there. “You’re strong, Benji. You can do this. And if you start to slip, I’ll jump in after you.”


    I want to tell her that she’s engraved in my skin as well—my reminder of what I lost. But her pledge has me reeling, once again, unable to find my words.


    “Maybe you should sleep.”


    “No.” I’ve slept enough. Missed enough. Lost enough. “You asked about Megan…she was one of Delphi’s girls. She danced in his club and he took care of her.” I pause, inhaling a shuddering breath. I loathe the idea of telling Briar this part, letting her see this part of me, but I need to tell her. I need to get it all out, lay it all on the table for her.


    “Part of my job was to supply his girlfriends with whatever they wanted. When he wouldn’t let me out, I began to take my job description too literally. Megan never hid her feelings. Every time I showed up, she would…insist on paying me…in dances. And sometimes in other ways.” I can’t look at Briar any longer because I feel like an asshole. I know she’s not innocent, I know she also moved on with Flynn, but to describe this shit—I feel so low. And if I ever had to hear about her and Flynn? I think I’d bust my fucking eardrums.


    “I let her because I was a high piece of shit that just didn’t care about anything. When Delphi fucked me over, I fucked him over the only way I knew how—by fucking his girlfriend. She was my lame-ass attempt at revenge. We ‘dated’ behind his back for a few months and I smiled to his face, knowing I had taken something from him. It wasn’t much, but it was all I had.


    “After mom died, I wanted real vengeance. Megan knew shit. Names. Plans. She had enough information on Delphi that, if put into the right hands, could end him.


    “I used her. I knew Megan cared about me—and I used it to get what I wanted. Now she’s dead, because of me, and I don’t know what the fuck to do anymore.”
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    Briar


    


    I need a break. I can’t hear anymore right now. My emotions are at war. Common sense battling with morality. I want to take Benji’s side in this. I do. I want to understand. But I’m so torn.


    “I need some air,” I murmur as I slip off the bed and yank the door open, letting it shut behind me. My hands grip the railing so tightly my fingers turn white.


    I didn’t expect Benji to be a monk while he was gone. Nobody’s perfect. But the image of him taking lap dances and sexual favors from strippers in the form of drug payments makes me want to cry. And the fact that he slept with Megan—not because he loved her—but for revenge… I think I might be able to handle it better if he at least cared about her.


    I can’t stop my mind from spinning out of control. Jax. God. Jax tried to kill himself.


    I stare out at the empty parking lot. My eyes trail the cracks in the pavement as if they can help me find the answer I’m looking for. But I’m not sure I even know the question.


    Benji regrets his decisions. He’s trying to get better, regardless of the pain it’s causing him.


    I can’t deny that part of me is hurt. I know I have no logical reason to be, but I am. I feel like he betrayed me and I’m well aware I have no right, but I can’t stop feeling it.


    The truth is none of this matters. Benji took a wrong turn and everything that happened was a result of that. I knew him before this—before the addiction changed him. I know who he really is inside.


    Megan wasn’t forced to do anything she didn’t want to do. She made her choice, just like I’m making mine.


    I close my eyes and hope she and I don’t have similar fates.


    Benji, how much will loving you cost me?


    I’m not sure how long I stand out on this little walkway, mulling over this information overload. Minutes? Hours? Time has no meaning. Currently, there isn’t much that has meaning.


    I open the door quietly in case he’s fallen asleep. A huge part of me hopes he has.


    But no such luck. He’s pacing the floor again, his hands gripping his hips. He stops abruptly, watching me with weary eyes. There are dark bags underneath as if he hasn’t slept in days when in reality he hasn’t done much else. I search his face, trying to find my Benji. He’s there. I know he is. I can see traces in the vulnerability he tries to hide. I see it now in the worry that’s engulfed him. He’s scared of what I’ll say.


    I clear my throat softly and take a seat on the bed. “What else?” I ask.


    I hear his release of breath as he leans against the wall, lowering himself to the floor. I want to tell him he doesn’t need to do that, to sit so far away. But maybe he does.


    “What do you want to know?” His voice is pained. I wonder if it’s because he hurts physically or emotionally.


    “What happened to your mom?”


    He rolls his head back, resting it against the wall as he looks up at me. “I don’t know for sure. I wasn’t home that night. I still had my other job at the restaurant. I was working. All I know is when I came home, the door’s standing wide open. Mom’s on the couch—it looked like she’d been gone a while. I went to call 911 and couldn’t find my phone. I got a neighbor to call an ambulance. I remember riding with her, holding her hand and it was so cold. A doctor told me she was dead. I don’t really recall what happened in-between there, or what happened after. Not until the funeral. Every detail is perfectly clear of that day.


    “Not many people showed up—mom didn’t have a whole lot of friends.” He shrugs absent-mindedly. “I noticed Ethan right away. He’s Delphi’s right-hand-man, so when he shows up, it’s for a reason. As soon as they lowered Mom into the ground, Ethan approached and told me I had three days to either return what mom stole from Delphi or pay for it.


    “And then he made sure I understood that what happened to Mom would happen to Jax and me if we didn’t come through.


    “I had forgotten all about the shit she took from Delphi until he said that, and I knew they did this to her. They were responsible for her overdose. And there wasn’t shit I could do about it. When he was walking away, he asked me to send my regards to Megan.”


    Benji scrubs his face with his hands, releasing a harsh breath. “Guys like Delphi don’t take kindly when you steal from them. Mom and I both reached into his cookie jar and he’s pissed about it.


    “I went home and tore the place up, searching for his shit. I kept thinking if I could just give it back, maybe he’d let us go. But that fucker never intended for me to pay him back. It was gone. All of it. Just gone. I made arrangements and got the hell out of there.”


    “And your phone,” I say. “You couldn’t find your phone because they took it too. And that’s what led them to Flynn’s house?”


    He nods tightly, the muscle in his throat working as he swallows. “I guess so.”


    “You didn’t have my number in your phone?” I meet his eyes, waiting. In the big picture, I know this isn’t important, but my heart can’t seem to understand that. I just…I need to know why he stayed in contact with Flynn, but not me. He had been everything to me and he so easily erased me from his life.


    “No. I never programmed your number into my phone. I didn’t need to.”


    I wince. I can’t help it, that stings.


    “I didn’t need it because I never forgot it.”


    I huff out an acidic laugh. “You never used it, either.”


    Benji sits forward, his eyes flashing with anger. “I didn’t call because I was afraid if I heard your voice I’d leave Mom and Jax and come back for you. Do you think I didn’t want to call? That it didn’t drive me fucking insane to be away from you? Because I did want to call. Every single day. And it did drive me insane.”


    My heart feels like it just stopped beating.


    “Payton wouldn’t return my calls. She was pissed we left her and refused to talk to us. So I called Flynn. I called him because I knew Kameron would tell you I was checking up on you if I called her. I wanted to give you the chance to move on if that’s what you wanted. What you needed. But I had to know what you were doing. If you were okay. Yes, I called Flynn, but we talked about you. Always you.


    “I lasted a few months before I asked him to tell you where I was. I had my own phone by then and I asked him to pass on my number in case you wanted to call.” He shakes his head as if shaking away a thought. “You never did. And then I called him one day and he told me that you and he—you were together. And you were happy.”


    I close my eyes and try to comprehend this. Flynn never told me any of this. He robbed me of vital information. If I had known… “I’m not—I’m not with Flynn anymore.”


    “I know. I knew the day after I got back. Small town.” A silence follows and I want to look at him, but I’m not sure my heart can take it.


    “I thought about you, Briar,” he utters. “I thought about you nearly every minute of every day, and I missed you twice as much.”


    My eyes open, and I mean, they truly open.


    I look into Benji’s eyes and I finally see him.


    My Benji.


    “I wish I had the right words to make you believe how much you mean to me. I loved you before I left, I loved you the entire time I was gone, and I haven’t stopped loving you. I love you so fucking much I don’t know how to feel any other way about you.”


    My legs tremble as I glide off the bed, my knees dropping beside Benji’s feet. I crawl over his legs and onto his lap, placing my hands on each side of his face. His gaze captures mine, holding me prisoner. Every breath he releases caresses my skin. I run my fingers over his lips, relishing the softness. He stays completely still, allowing me to study him. My fingers climb, grazing the roughness of his cheeks. Continuing on to his brow. My thumb glides along his jaw. And then, slowly, I bring my mouth to his, gently pressing our lips together.


    A noise—a sound beautiful and heartbreaking all at once—pulsates in his throat. It’s like nothing I’ve ever heard before. Something so tortured, yet freeing at the same time. It echoes inside every inch of me.


    One of his large hands clings to my back while the other locks in my hair, tugging slightly. His lips part, opening mine with them, and his tongue brushes mine once, testing. I whimper as I taste him after all this time, wanting more. And whatever last bit of reluctance was holding him back shatters.


    The hand on my back slides down to grasp the curve of my ass. He pulls me into him, leaving no space between us as his tongue delves back inside. His taste—God, his taste. It’s exactly as I remember it. Another appreciative sound slips out and I feel him harden beneath me. I move my hips, pressing myself closer, grinding into him. He palms my ass, guiding me, urging me on. And I reciprocate, doubling my efforts.


    Benji’s hands leave me one at a time, but I continue the pace he’s set. His mouth never stops its exploration as he jerks at my shirt, tugging it up. I pull away long enough for him to wiggle it over my head, and then I meet his lips hungrily once again.


    His fingers feel incredible as they skim along my back, over my stomach, and trail up my ribs. He cups my breast, applying enough pressure to make me cry out in pleasure. But I need more. I need us skin to skin. I find the hem of his t-shirt and sweep it over his taut stomach. He helps me free his arms and I toss it to the side.


    My eyes immediately go to work, feasting on every inch of his shirtless form. I trace the muscles in his stomach with my fingertips and kiss the tattoo on his chest.


    “This is new,” I breathe. I glide my finger over the inked figure eight. “Thorns?” I ask, suddenly saddened by the sharpened points surrounding his heart.


    His eyes flick down to the tattoo then back up to my face. He shakes his head slowly. “No, they’re not thorns. They’re briars,” he corrects. He takes my hand and presses it flat to his heart, covering the sign for infinity. “Briar’s.” His thumb trails over my knuckles as he adds, “Infinitely.”
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    Benji


    


    I hold my breath as emotion after emotion passes over Briar’s features. There was a time when I could easily read them all and know exactly how to react to them.


    That time is gone.


    I don’t have the slightest idea what her quiet stillness means. And I’ve never realized, until this very moment, just how loudly silence screams.


    Briar’s eyes pool with moisture, the green standing out vividly. My pulse picks up in response, throbbing frantically.


    She leans in, the tears dripping from her lashes as she closes her eyes. They hit my cheeks, leaving cooling trails in their path. And then she kisses me. Soft. Slow. Sensual.


    Her lips taste of salt and Briar. I shiver violently because the flavor is enticing and unsettling at the same time. I want to sample all of her, savoring each and every sensation, but the thought of her crying causes turmoil in my heart.


    I pull her closer, asking to deepen the kiss. The need to erase her tears is uncontrollable. I need to kiss them away. She opens for me, drawing me in. Bracing myself against the wall, I grip her thighs and lift us from the floor. Her hands clamp down on my shoulders as her startled giggle hums against my lips. I grin, loving the sound of her laughter. That’s the sound of happiness. Hers. Mine.


    I drop her on the bed and press myself on top of her warm body. Briar’s legs wrap around my hips, locking me in place, and now I laugh. My breath stirs the hair against her neck, causing her to shiver, and eliciting my attention. Her nipples visibly harden beneath the lacey material of her bra and I can’t resist sliding my fingers over the firm peaks. I flick my tongue out, sweeping it leisurely from the base of her shoulder to the sensitive space behind her ear. Right there is her sweet spot. I nibble gently until her breaths transform into pants of blissful pleasure and her body writhes underneath me.


    “Benji.” She sighs my name like a prayer.


    This I understand. The time apart doesn’t matter when it comes to her body. I remember how to please every beautiful inch, from her head to her toes. I shift myself so I’m kneeling above her. My fingers skim over her bra once again. She moans and my eyes flick to hers. Her gaze is searing, and it has me frozen in place. God, I missed her.


    I tug her up into a sitting position and nip at her bottom lip. “I want to make love to you,” I say. “I want to be inside you.” I bite a little harder as I snake my hand around her back, unhooking her bra effortlessly. “I want to feel you move against me.” I suck her tongue into my mouth, sinking my teeth into it. Her answering moan has me rock hard and throbbing. “I want to make you come.”


    I slide the straps, now hanging loosely around her shoulders, down her arms, freeing her breasts. She’s bared to me and I openly stare. She’s fuller now, curvier than she was three years ago. I run my thumb over one pale pink nipple, reveling in the way it tightens further under my touch.


    I trail my eyes up until they collide with Briar’s. I press my hand to her chest, pushing her backward until she’s lying flat. “I want to taste your skin. All of it.” I duck my head, still holding her fixed stare, and lick her breast from bottom to top before gliding my teeth over the nipple. I nip it, causing her back to arch off the bed, pressing her perfect tit firmly to my mouth.


    My dick twitches against my pants, begging for attention. “Mm,” I mumble against her naked flesh. I suck hard, my fingers making an unhurried descent to her shorts. I play with the waist, dipping just inside and running my fingers across her lower belly. Her skin is so soft. I would be happy just touching her for the rest of my life.


    I kiss my way over to her other breast, giving it equal attention. And then I slide my fingers lower, needing to know if she’s as wet as I suspect she is.


    Briar has never been one to disappoint.


    She grinds into my hand, slick and ready. I lean back, shoving her shorts and panties both down at once, and spread her legs out on either side of my frame so I can look at her. All of her. Hair a brilliant shade of auburn, draping like silk across the bed. Eyes bright with desire. Skin smooth and pale, laid out for my viewing. Firm, round breasts and perfect pink nipples awaiting my attention. She’s the image I’ve compared every girl to. None have ever come close to measuring up.


    I lower myself onto my stomach, sliding my hand down her leg and positioning it slowly over my shoulder, letting her know what’s in store next. And then I do the same with the other.


    “Do you remember what happens next, Briar? Do you remember how much you liked it when I kissed you here?” She whimpers, causing me to grin. We both know I plan to do so much more than kiss her.


    I slip my finger through her wet folds before glancing up at her. She’s propped on her elbows, watching me. Fucking hot as hell. My sweet, Irish goddess.


    “Tell me you remember,” I say. I lick my lips leisurely, fully aware of my tongue grazing her sensitive skin with the gesture. She gasps, her hips bucking on their own accord.


    “Please tell me, Briar.” I’m practically begging. I need to hear her tell me she remembers how good I can make her feel.


    “Yes,” she whispers. “I remember.”


    Without another word, I bury my face between her legs and taste her arousal. I groan loudly, matching the noises she’s making. I knead her thighs, urging her forward, and encouraging her to move against my mouth. I love the way her body takes control, seeking out what it wants from me. I want to give it to her. Over and over.


    I guide two fingers inside of her and let her ride them as I continue to devour her. I lap and suck, my dick engorged and aching, dying to ravage her.


    Briar gets there way too quickly. I can feel her body tighten around my fingers, ready for release. I slip another finger inside her, pumping in time with her quickened movements. Her legs stiffen, my hand saturates with her fluids, and she calls out my name in a strangled whimper.


    I’m beyond words now. The girl has once again caused me to lose my ability to speak. I pull my hand back and run my tongue up my palm before I suck her sweetness from my fingers. She watches me with hooded eyes as I silently crawl over her, shoving my jeans down as I go.


    Her hand wiggles between our bodies and she grips my dick. I jerk against her small hand, throbbing with need. And then she pulls me forward, guiding me inside of her.


    I want to plunge deep, but she’s so tight, despite what I just did to her. I’m afraid I might hurt her. I grit my teeth and wait, giving her body the time it needs to adjust. Her heels dig into my ass and her nails claw at my lower back. It’s the only encouragement I need. I drag my open mouth over her shoulder and tangle my fingers into her hair. And then I begin to move, slowly at first. But Briar meets each of my thrusts and urges me to move faster.


    Our bodies slide against one another, slick with sweat. I watch the gorgeous rise and fall of her chest. The way her breasts bounce as I pound into her. The perspiration beading along her neck. I lap at her skin, basking in her addictive taste.


    “Oh, God, Benji,” she pants. “I’m close.” She cups my jaw, her thumb stroking over the rough growth days without shaving has left behind.


    Her eyes close, her brows drawing together almost as if she’s in pain. Her lips part, releasing my name one more time. She clenches around me, squeezing hard, and I explode, coming hard.


    She’s holding me, clutching me to her. I can feel her heart hammering against my chest. I place a lingering kiss on her mouth, which she returns eagerly. When our breaths begin to even out, I roll us, tucking her against my side, my chin atop her head.


    Her hand comes to rest over my tattoo. She traces it slowly. I can feel her lashes brush my skin every time she blinks. It all feels unbelievable. Perfect.


    “I love you too,” she whispers sleepily.
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    Briar


    


    Benji had hinted that he wanted more than friendship. At first it freaked me out. But I couldn’t deny how much I wanted more too. As soon as I told him, he started pulling away. It was gradual—I didn’t even notice it at first. He had just gotten his license and was enjoying that newfound freedom.


    But as time went on, and it became abundantly clear he was avoiding me, I got angry. My notes disappeared from our line, but no replies ever came.


    My anger turned to hurt and I stopped trying to reach him. Weeks passed where Benji didn’t come by the house and I couldn’t remember a time when that ever happened. Mom and Dad noticed because it was impossible not to. When someone practically lives in your house, then suddenly stops showing up, it’s pretty evident. I made excuses for him because I couldn’t face the possibility that Benji had changed his mind. That he no longer wanted more than friendship from me.


    I started hanging out with Jaxon more and more. He was more my age. He went to my school. It just made sense. Benji was older. More mature. He was a high-schooler.


    This wasn’t the change I thought he wanted, but maybe I misunderstood. It was okay, though. I had Jax and that was kind of like having Benji.


    One day after school, I stopped by to see if Jaxon wanted to ride with me. I hadn’t taken Kingston out in a while and I needed the calm he always brought. I knocked on the old screen door. The paint was cracked and peeling. I picked at it while I waited.


    Benji’s frame filled the doorway, his eyes narrowed and focused on me. I was so surprised to see him I couldn’t speak at first. He cocked an eyebrow, waiting.


    “Is Jax here?” I asked. It wasn’t really what I wanted to say.


    “Nope,” he replied coolly.


    I crossed my arms over my chest, glaring at him. He had no right to be mean to me. He was the one who ditched me. If he didn’t want to be my boyfriend all he had to do was say so. I didn’t understand why we couldn’t still be friends.


    “You’ve turned into such an asshole since you got your license.” I backed up as he opened the door and stepped out onto the porch.


    “I’m an asshole?” he shot back incredulously. He kept coming closer, causing me to step backward until my butt was pressed into the porch railing.


    “Yes,” I hissed. “You don’t come around anymore. You refuse to talk to me, and then when you do, you’re mean.”


    “Sorry. I’m not Jax.”


    “What does that mean?” I had never been very good with confrontation. Especially when it came to Benji. We always played the denial game, never wanting to shake the foundation our friendship was built on. But I was sick of it. My legs began to shake and my stomach was rolling, making me feel queasy. I dropped my hands, placing them flat against my belly, and hoped I wouldn’t embarrass myself more by puking all over his shoes.


    “I took some time to myself so I could think and you replaced me with my brother. That’s what that means.”


    “You took some time to yourself? Why? Was I that big of a pain to be around that you needed time to yourself? You could have told me I was getting on your nerves. It would have hurt, but it would have hurt less than not knowing why you suddenly couldn’t stand to be near me.”


    I turned to leave, trying to push past him as the tears stung my eyes. Fourteen is such a difficult age. You feel everything wholly and none of it makes sense. I knew I was about to cry, but I wasn’t even sure if it was from anger or sadness. I never liked Benji seeing me cry, usually because it had such a painful effect on him. But this time I wanted to hide it out of pride.


    His hand clamped down on my wrist and my head snapped up to look at him. I was ready to kick him, punch him, scream. But the expression on his face caught me by surprise, and I found myself gaping instead.


    Less than one rapid heartbeat later, Benji tugged me against him, our chests slamming into one another, enough to knock the breath I had been holding loose. One hand was still tightly clamped around my wrist, the other cupped around the back of my neck. And then he was kissing me. His lips were rough, forceful. His tongue poked at my closed lips, demanding entrance. I had never kissed a guy before. Nobody but Benji, and those were only pecks.


    This kiss was…it was making my toes curl, my stomach fill with butterflies, and my head lose all rational thought. My fingers swirled into his hair as I readily opened my mouth, inviting him in.


    His tongue was soft, warm, and wet, and I liked it immediately. Having his taste in my mouth was something I never knew I was missing until I had it. And I never wanted it to end. It took only a moment to find his rhythm and I carefully matched it. As his tongue swept across mine, I knew I couldn’t go back. I’d never be able to not kiss Benji. I wanted to do this all day—every day. And that still may not be enough.


    He broke the kiss, which was good, I guess, because I didn’t know how to stop. I slid my fingers over my lips, dazed. What just happened between us?


    “I needed time to make sure that when I did that, I meant it.”


    “Did you?” I asked stupidly. If he didn’t mean it, then I wanted to know what it felt like when he did.


    “Yes.”


    He grinned at me then and I returned it easily. We didn’t talk about what it meant for us or how it changed things. He didn’t ask me to be his girlfriend, which admittedly hurt a little. But he started coming back around as if he never left. Only now, he kissed me any chance he could. We kept it between ourselves for as long as we could. It was something we didn’t share with anybody else. It was ours and ours alone.


    And it was perfect.


    


    ~*~


    


    I open my eyes to a dark room. I’m disoriented for a moment until I feel Benji’s steady breaths raising his chest beneath my hand. I have to pee, but I don’t want to get up. If I get up, we’ll have to deal with all the problems we were able to shove aside for a few beautiful moments. I’m not ready to face them yet.


    I press my cheek to Benji’s heart, basking in the sensation of his smooth, warm skin against mine, and the lulling beat of his heart.


    Having a summer birthday, I started school later than most kids. This meant Benji and I didn’t go to school together after grade school until my freshman year. He was a junior and we didn’t have any classes together. Even so, this didn’t stop everybody from assuming we were together.


    I smile at the memory. I don’t know how it was for him, but boys never asked me out. If there was a dance for either of us, it was just implied that he and I would attend together.


    Benji wasn’t able to go to my senior prom because he was gone by then. But I went to his. It was the night I lost my virginity. I was only sixteen, but compared to most of the other girls in my school, including Kameron, I was the weird one. Ironically (or not), 16 and Pregnant was in its second season on MTV.


    Everybody had always assumed Benji and I had been having sex for years. And if I had my way, that’s exactly how it would have been. But Benji wanted to wait. He wanted me to be sure. He wanted it to be perfect for me. He wanted me to be older, which, I argued, was ludicrous because we did so many other things from the moment I hit fifteen. And there are only so many things to do before sex is all that’s left.


    Our first time, though wonderful in its own way, was nothing like it was last night. I huff out a small laugh. It had never been like it was last night. It’s painful to think about how Benji improved over the years.


    And then I think about the fact we didn’t use a condom. I hadn’t thought about it at the time because in the past, we hadn’t used them. I went on the pill at thirteen to help with my menstrual cramping, and then had been so grateful for them when my relationship with Benji went to the level where I needed them to prevent pregnancy. We were only ever with each other back then, so it wasn’t an issue. We trusted each other. But now, I have no clue how many women he’s been with. What kind of women.


    I know about Megan. But who else?


    I cringe with the thought.


    Benji’s hand sweeps the hair off my face and he caresses my neck. “You awake?” he asks, his voice thick and raspy with sleep.


    I clear my throat. “Yeah, I’m up.”


    “I need to call Payton at the grocery store. See if Jax has checked in with her. I’ll check on your parents too.”


    My heart thumps anxiously at the mention of my parents. “Okay,” I murmur as I sit up. My ribs ache from our earlier activity, but I ignore the pain. “Do you have a plan?”


    He looks up at me, his eyes trailing over my face before making the languid trip down, unabashedly stopping on my bare breasts. “Not yet,” he sighs. “Let me talk to her first, then we’ll go from there.”


    “Okay,” I say again. Benji’s eyes follow my every movement as I pull the sheet around me and slide off the bed. “I’m going to take a shower while you do that.”


    “I’m going to use the phone across the street at the convenience store. Do you want anything?”


    “No, I’m all right.”


    “Are you?”


    I pause with my hand on the bathroom handle and look over my shoulder at him. “I don’t know,” I utter.


    He nods once, the movement tight, controlled. He looks away and I let the door close.
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    Benji


    


    I wait until I hear the shower start before I flip on the bedside light and pull my jeans back on. I refuse to let my mind go there with Briar. I refuse to think she regrets our time together. Regrets me. I’m going to focus on my current task instead.


    Calling Payton at the store. I’ll call Grandpa’s personal line and make it quick just to be safe.


    Once I’m dressed, I grab my wallet out of Briar’s backpack. I see the gun tucked along the side. I pluck it out. My fingers brush over the petals of the flower I left her a few days back. They’re dry and flaking apart.


    How fitting.


    I verify the gun’s safety is on—and tuck it into the back of my jeans, covering it with my shirt. I scoop up the key, sitting on the dresser, and head out the door.


    I’m still tired. My body’s weak. I know I need a few more days, but I don’t have the luxury of time. I need to find my brother and make sure we all get somewhere safe. If that place even exists.


    The night is warm and muggy as I half jog, half walk across the highway. The sun is setting, but it’s still uncomfortably hot. The cool, stale air feels nice when I push into the store. The clerk at the register looks up from his magazine as I approach him.


    “Hey man, you have a phone I can use?”


    “’Round back. Payphone by the bathrooms.”


    “Can I get change?” I ask as I pull my wallet from my back pocket.


    “Can’t open the register unless you make a purchase.”


    I remember this from a short stint at a gas station when we first moved to Michigan. I nod, grabbing a couple candy bars, and tossing them on the counter. I could use the sugar right now anyway.


    I take my change and go directly around back to call Payton. I can see our motel room from here, and I keep my eyes locked on the faded red door as the phone rings in my ear.


    “Hello?” Payton answers breathlessly. She must have been stocking. I feel like shit for not being there to help again.


    I clear the guilt from my throat, finding my voice. “It’s me,” I say. Nothing else.


    “Oh, my God. It took you long enough,” she says, her voice lowering with each word. “Jaxon called two days ago.”


    I close my eyes. He called. That’s good. That’s so damn good. But it was two days ago.


    “What’d he say?”


    “He said you guys got separated. They’re all okay, but he didn’t know where you and Briar were. Is she with you?”


    “Yeah. We’re together and we’re good. Anything else?”


    “He said if you called to tell you he was going to be in Atlanta on Thursday morning. He said they were bouncing around from place to place.”


    “Atlanta?” Mom had a friend there. An old boyfriend who wasn’t the most pleasant person. I can’t see my brother going there for any reason.


    “At the aquarium,” Payton adds. “He said you’d know.”


    The Georgia Aquarium. Jax used to have an obsession for all things aquatic. Sharks especially. When he found out that the largest aquarium in the world was here in the U.S. he begged to see it. Mom promised she’d take us there, but never did.


    “What time Thursday?” Fuck. Is today Wednesday? I can’t remember what day it is.


    “He’ll be in the parking lot an hour before they open. That’s all he told me.”


    I sigh. “Okay. How are you and Grandpa? Has anybody come around? Have you talked to Briar’s parents?”


    “Benji, listen, some guys came asking questions, so her parents didn’t have a choice.”


    “A choice about what? What happened?”


    “They called the news station. I thought that’s what you meant… Have you seen the news?”


    My entire stomach spasms with panic. “What do you mean? What’s on the news? What did they say?”


    “The guys came around, asking about you, Briar, Flynn. They threatened Grandpa. So Pine called the news station. She told them that just days after the murder and fire at Flynn’s house, her daughter went missing. She did it to protect us. Otherwise, I think we’d all be dead by now. The guys backed off when all the reporters started showing up. They’ve connected you all together—Briar, Jaxon, Flynn, Kameron. Even Mom. The deaths and disappearances of so many people who all happen to know each other is pretty intriguing. I swear, Benji, I don’t think it’ll be long before someone puts it all together. Maybe it’ll all come out and you guys can come back home.”


    I don’t allow myself to even consider it. I can’t count on that. “Are we…are our faces on TV?”


    “Your faces are everywhere. It’s made national news.”


    Shit. This is so fucking bad. Now we’re not just hiding from Delphi, but everybody who may have seen the story. All it’ll take is one phone call about our whereabouts and we’re screwed. Delphi can buy just about anyone.


    “All right. I need to go. Thanks for the info.”


    “Be careful,” she whispers.


    I hang up and take a deep breath, trying to process everything. I don’t know what time it is or even what day it is. I don’t even know if I’ll make it to Georgia in time.


    I don’t have a car. I’m low on cash.


    Fuck.


    I jog as quickly as I can back to the motel and trudge up the stairs to our room. I don’t want to go in and dump all this on Briar. I don’t want to see what I’ve done to her life shadowed on her face.


    I grab the railing in both hands, letting my head fall between my arms. I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do. We need help. But there’s nobody who can help us.


    “I take it you didn’t get good news?” Briar says, resting her hand against my back. I let myself soak up her comfort, if only for a second.


    “What day is it?”


    “Wednesday,” she says, a clear question in her tone.


    “What time is it?”


    “A little before eight.” Again, the question’s there, but she doesn’t ask it.


    “We have thirteen hours to get to Atlanta and we don’t have a car. There’s about ninety dollars left in my wallet. And our faces are all over the news.” I straighten up and finally look at her. “No, not good news.”
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    Briar


    


    After I pulled Benji inside and made him clarify all that information, I paced for several minutes, trying to work it out. Sadly, what I kept stumbling over was the fact that my face was on TV for everybody to see.


    I still can’t seem to wrap my head around that.


    But I’m glad my parents found a way to buy themselves time. I’m also terrified they pissed Delphi off with that stunt.


    “I have a credit card,” I say as I come to a stop at the end of the bed.


    “We can’t use a credit card. They’ll trace it.”


    “So what? They already know we’re in North Carolina. Or at least that we were. We rent a car and get the hell out of here.”


    “You have to be twenty-five to rent a car. And most rentals have tracking devices. It wouldn’t work.”


    I bite my lip and start pacing again. I never tried to rent a car before, so I didn’t know that. A bus is out of the question—we don’t have enough time or money. I contemplate hitchhiking for a moment before the image of being kidnapped and murdered flashes through my mind.


    There has to be somewhere that rents to someone under twenty-five. I saw college kids on campus rent U-Hauls more than once.


    “What about U-Haul? Do they use tracking devices?”


    Benji lifts his head from the pillow, sitting up abruptly. He swings his legs onto the floor and pulls the nightstand drawer open, snatching out the phone book. “Not if you rent from a smaller dealer. I think it’s standard on the new trucks, but the little franchise owners don’t usually bother spending the money to add them to the older vehicles.” He glances up at me and grins. “You’re a genius.”


    As he flips through the pages, I move around the room, packing up the couple items we have.


    “Okay, there’s one not too far from here. We could actually just walk it, I think. We need to hurry, though. They close soon.” He scoops up his backpack, plucks a folded piece of paper from the outside pocket, and slips it into his jeans. “Let’s go,” he says.


    Benji sets a fast pace as we book ass to the U-Haul place. I struggle to keep up with his long strides, but I don’t complain about it. It feels good to have some sort of a plan and to actually do something.


    “Hopefully nobody will recognize you, but if they do, we get out of there fast.” He looks sideways at me and I nod. “They’ll need to run your card, but if everything goes right, we tell them our destination is Michigan. That way if Delphi is tracking your card, he’ll think we’re coming to him. Can you take out cash advances?”


    “Yeah, up to three hundred dollars.”


    “Okay good. If they have an ATM, pull the money out first. We’ll need it for gas.”


    The sign comes into view, still lit, and I breathe a sigh of relief while urging my legs to move faster.


    


    ~*~


    


    Maybe I’m turning into a pessimist, but I honestly didn’t expect renting the U-Haul to go as smoothly as it did. With the luck we’ve had, I figured the guy behind the counter would take one look at me and call the cops.


    He barely even glanced in my direction and everything went exactly as Benji had hoped it would. As we pull onto the highway, I laugh, half out of relief and half out of surprise. Benji glances at me and grins, sharing the sentiment.


    “If we drive straight through, we’ll make it with time to spare.” He reaches over and takes my hand. I intertwine our fingers and rest our hands in his lap. We stay this way, enjoying our little victory until my eyes begin to droop. I raise my eyebrows, trying to force my eyelids open to no avail.


    “Get some sleep,” he insists. “I have no idea when we’ll get the opportunity to rest again.


    “Okay. Wake me up in a little bit so I can switch with you,” I say. I have no idea if he hears me or if he replies because I slip into oblivion.


    We were swimming in Kam’s pond. It was so hot that day, that even though I lathered on sunblock and tried to stay in the shaded areas, I could feel myself getting burnt.


    I crawled out of the water and wrapped myself in a towel. “I’m going to sit inside for a little while,” I called to Benji and the others. He swam toward me, the water splashing with each kick of his feet.


    “Hold up,” he said. “I’ll come with you.”


    “That’s okay. Stay and swim. Have some fun.” He hadn’t been relaxing lately. His mom and Grandpa were fighting more often and he was taking a lot of shifts at the store. Not to mention Jaxon had been getting into some trouble at school, skipping classes. Benji needed to let loose for a little bit.


    He ignored me, pulling himself out of the water. I watched his arms flex as he lifted his body weight. The water streamed over his golden chest in rivulets. Just looking at him made me happy, and to be totally honest—horny.


    “I won’t have fun if I’m not with you,” he said. He shook his hair at me, sending little flecks of water over my face like rain. I laughed and threw my towel at him. He wrapped it around his back before pulling me against him and hiding us inside. He kissed me softly, letting his tongue slide over my bottom lip. I clung to his wet hair, holding him against me.


    “Would you really be able to have any fun without me?” he murmured as he teased my lips.


    I shook my head, unable to talk. I couldn’t imagine doing anything without Benji, or ever wanting to. I tugged on his neck, silently asking him to kiss me again.


    My eyes pop open and I glance around hurriedly. The sun is bright. Too bright. I blink several times, my eyes watering. “Where are we?” My voice is scratchy from lack of use.


    “We’re in Georgia. Almost to Atlanta. We made excellent time driving at night.”


    “Why didn’t you wake me? I told you I’d drive.”


    He smiles. “You were tired. Trust me.” He smirks. “And when did you start talking in your sleep?”


    My cheeks flame as I recall the dream I just had. “I do not,” I say, hoping to God that I really don’t.


    He cocks a brow and shrugs. “You snore, too. But you always did that.” He winks at me and I’m enjoying this playful version of Benji—something I haven’t seen in a very long time. I huff as if I’m insulted and cross my arms over my chest.


    “I do not snore.”


    “Like a chainsaw.”


    “You are so never getting laid again with that attitude.”


    He glances over at me and smirks furtively. Both dimples appear, making my heart pound. “That’s not what you were saying in your sleep.” He pops the P, wiggling his brows.


    My face is in flames. It’s not like he doesn’t know how my body reacts to him, but to unknowingly say something while I was asleep… How mortifying.


    “It’s not very gentlemanly of you to laugh at me about this.”


    He points at his chest. “Not a gentleman. And not laughing.” The look that follows freezes me in place and has moisture pooling between my thighs.


    Okay. Noted.


    He flips the turn signal and takes the next exit. “You know, we’re early, and we have the whole back open. I could refresh your memory on just how ungentlemanly I am.”


    I rest my feet against the dashboard, feeling very uncomfortable bringing this up, but I have to before we can go there again. “Can you stop and pick up condoms?”


    “Sure,” he says slowly, stretching the one word.


    “I would just feel more comfortable since…” I scratch my ear feeling it burn beneath my fingers. This shouldn’t be difficult to talk about, but I’m having issues saying it aloud. I hate the thought of Benji with other girls, but it’s unrealistic to think there was only Megan. Or that she only slept with Benji.


    “I know,” he says. “I was stupid and I’ve made a lot of stupid mistakes.”


    “A lot?”


    He shrugs stiffly. “A few.”


    I want to ask what a few means, but I don’t. I have no idea what tomorrow will bring. If we get out of this and go home, date like normal people, then I’ll worry about it. For now, I’m living one day—one moment—at a time.


    I stay in the truck while Benji goes into a gas station for donuts and condoms. It’s the breakfast of champions. He pulls around the back, parking along the wooded area separating us from the highway.


    As soon as I finish off my last bite, I reach over Benji, tugging the lever on the seat. We slide back slowly, making more leg room. Or in this case, more room for me to slip onto his lap.


    He grins devilishly, tossing the remainder of his donut out the window. He raises his fingers to his mouth to lick the sticky glaze and I intercept his hand, guiding it to my lips instead. I start with his pinky, though there’s nothing on it, sliding it into my mouth. I wrap my lips tightly around it, letting my tongue massage as I slowly pull his hand down. I move over to his thumb, repeating the process, my eyes focused intently on his.


    Benji’s lips part in appreciation as his gaze falls to my mouth, lavishing his fingers with my tongue. I continue back and forth until his middle finger is the last one left. The gooiness is starting to dry, hardening on his skin. I close my lips around his longest finger, and graze my teeth along it gently as I slide it deep into my mouth.


    A low growl erupts in his throat. He tugs his finger free, locking his hands into my hair, and tugging me flush against him. His mouth slams into mine, his tongue delving inside greedily.


    I moan, working my hips against his, trying to find some friction to sate the ache between my legs. Benji glides his hands down my back and around my ass as he pushes up, grinding back against me.


    I wiggle my hand between us, ripping at the button on his jeans. I reach inside his pants and pull his hardened length free. My fingers skim the silky smoothness of his shaft, relishing in the way he feels. And I want him inside of me.


    Benji pushes me back, causing me to stand hunched in front of him. My heart is pounding in anticipation. His searing gaze alone has me on fire. He yanks the waist of my shorts down and I step out of them. His finger hooks into my panties, pulling them aside, and he strokes me gently.


    I reach around blindly, slapping at the dashboard for the box of condoms. Once I find them, I rip the box open and shake them out on the seat. Benji stops caressing me to tear one open and slide it on.


    “This,” he says through gritted teeth as I hold my panties aside and lower myself onto him, “reminds me of the Fourth of July after I graduated.”


    I release a breathy laugh. “In my parents’ truck,” I say, remembering. “At the lake while the fireworks illuminated the sky.”


    His fingers dig into my hips as I start moving, gliding up and down. “They illuminated the whole cab. I’ll never forget how all the colors looked on your skin.” He groans, his head falling back against the seat. “Your hair glowed like fire each time a red one ignited.”


    Tears fill my eyes, but I blink them away rapidly. I recall every moment of that night. We were so carefree and in love. It was perfect. Magical.


    I keep moving, but what started out as two horny people trying to get a quickie in to get off, transforms into two people making love. Benji pulls my head down, brushing his lips over mine gently. His arms hold me tightly, as if he’ll never let me go, and I hold my hand against his heart, savoring every beat.


    I wish this was the way it could be for us. Always.

  


  


  


  
    36


    Benji


    


    Half an hour later, Briar and I park at the hotel across the street from the aquarium and walk over to the parking deck hand in hand. I feel strange. I’m tired. So fucking tired. My legs are weak. My muscles aching. I can feel my heart pounding inside my head and my stomach is regretting the donut I ate earlier. I’m nervous. Worried my brother won’t be here. Scared I won’t be able to take care of Briar.


    I glance over at her and she smiles at me. I have her back after all this time and I’m not going to lose her.


    The wind blows a strand of her hair across her face and she laughs as she tucks it away. She looks happy and sexy, and I feel like—for just a second—everything’s going to be okay.


    Briar comes to a stop, looking up at the parking deck. “There are a lot of levels.”


    “Let’s just go in and wait right here where we’ll be able to see them pull up.”


    We lean against the wall, our heads turned toward one another. I brush my thumb over her bottom lip and lean in, kissing her. I don’t know how or if things will change once Flynn’s around, so I’m taking advantage of our last few minutes.


    The kiss is slow, lingering. I try to tell her how much I love her with every sweep of my tongue and caress of my fingers. I wish this could last forever. I wish we could stay in this bubble where everything’s good and there’s only her and me.


    “Isn’t that the sweetest thing you’ve ever seen, Ethan?”


    I still, the air freezing in my lungs. Briar jumps, startled by the unexpected voices. I keep her pinned to the wall as I turn around to face Delphi.


    “It’s fucking precious,” Ethan agrees flatly.


    The fact that Delphi came himself scares the living shit out of me. It means he not only wants this done right, but he wants to witness it. There will be no talking my way out of this. A tremor runs through me when I think about what these guys might do to Briar.


    There are two guys other than Delphi and Ethan, both in suits in ninety degree weather. Delphi, on the other hand, looks like he’s on vacation in a polo shirt, khaki shorts, and flip-flops. I don’t know the other guys. They must be local. My eyes slide over each one, taking in the guns in their hands. Everyone but Delphi.


    “Benji,” Briar utters, fear evident in her voice. I push my back against her, trying to block as much of her body as I can.


    “How’d you find us?”


    “Your family should really be more careful over the phone. There’s always someone listening.”


    I recall my conversation with Payton. I tried to be quick, thinking he would trace it. I never considered he might have tapped it. I try to remember if anything else was said that he can use against me. Just my concern for my family. And Briar’s family.


    “Step out of the way, Benjamin,” Delphi says. His booming voice echoes off the walls. “I want to get a look at what you got there.”


    I stiffen, refusing to move. I’m dead anyway—I’m going to protect Briar as long as I possibly can. Until my dying breath. “Fuck you.”


    “Fuck me?” Delphi repeats. He smiles as if he finds it funny, but I know my disrespect infuriates him.


    Ethan’s dark eyes flick to Delphi. My gaze is locked on Ethan so I miss whatever signal is given to make him cock his gun and point it at my chest. “What are you hiding?” Delphi inquires. I swing my glare his way. “Move out of the way. Now.”


    I grind my teeth and take one small step forward. Delphi tilts his head, looking around me. And then he smirks. He rubs his fingers over his dimpled chin and nods. “You know,” he says conversationally, “I usually prefer blondes, but she’s cute. I think I could make an exception—switch up my flavors.” He looks over at Ethan and chuckles. “I love my peaches, but I could go for some strawberry.”


    I take another step forward as they all laugh in response. Briar’s hand clamps onto my shirt, holding me in place.


    “I heard redheads are feisty. Is she feisty, Benjamin?”


    “Shut the fuck up,” I snarl. I want to kill him. I want to put a bullet in between his eyes so badly I can nearly taste it.


    “Watch your fucking mouth,” Ethan snaps.


    Delphi raises his hand, motioning him down. “Where’s the little, traitorous bitch?”


    “Dead,” I say flatly.


    Delphi grins, pleased. Then he tips his head toward the exit. “You two go wait for the brother.” He slides his feet, bringing him close to my side where he can get a better look at Briar.


    I angle myself to obstruct his view.


    “The more you protect her, the more it makes me want to take her from you,” he says, catching my eye. It may be the first honest thing I’ve ever heard him say. He flicks his fingers, shooing me out of the way. My jaw works, the muscles twitching throughout my cheek. I don’t move.


    “Briar, right?” He’s looking past me now and she must be looking back because he smiles smugly. “That’s a very pretty name. A beautiful name for a beautiful girl. I really do like all that bright hair. Is it natural?” He takes another step closer, his voice lowering conspiratorially. “Tell me, sweetheart, does the carpet match the drapes?”


    I growl, I can’t even control it. I want to fucking howl. I can feel the gun pressed against my back, begging for me to end this smug asshole’s life.


    He clicks his tongue. “No matter. I’ll find out soon enough.” He turns his back and starts to walk toward Ethan. I tense, readying myself to strike when Briar makes a small sound. It’s light, quiet, but it’s enough to get my attention. I look over my shoulder at her, but she’s not looking at me or Delphi. She’s looking toward the exit where my brother is being ushered forward by Delphi’s men. Flynn and Kameron right behind him.

  


  


  


  
    37


    Briar


    


    Delphi doesn’t look like a monster. He looks like a normal guy, close to my dad’s age. Until I looked into his eyes. There’s something cold and calculating hiding just below his polished surface.


    I see it again now in the way he smiles like he’s genuinely happy as Benji sags at the sight of his brother being herded in at gunpoint. He’s enjoying Benji’s torment. He gets off on other people’s pain.


    He’s worse than a monster.


    “Jaxon, so good of you to join us,” Delphi calls. He sounds pleasant, as if we’re all friends, just hanging out, having a good time.


    “You okay?” Jax asks, his eyes meeting Benji’s.


    “Right as rain, bro,” Benji replies stiffly.


    Jaxon glares daggers at Delphi as he’s ushered against the wall several feet away from us. Kam tries to stay close to his side, but one of the men push her to the ground before she can make it to the wall. She cries out, startled. Her hair is in her face, but I can see the tears streaming unendingly down her cheeks. Her blue eyes are wide with panic. I wish she was closer. I wish I could hug her or touch her in some way.


    Flynn stands back as the other man points his gun directly at his head. I let my gaze trail over him quickly to make sure he’s okay. When I get to his face, I see him doing the same inventory of me.


    “Your brother and I were just discussing how lovely Briar is, and you bring me another beauty to play with.” His cold gaze sweeps over Kameron. She drops her head, her body shuddering with her silent sobs.


    “Don’t you touch her,” Jax growls. “She doesn’t have anything to do with this.”


    “Guilt by association,” Delphi states almost as if the thought saddens him. “You ladies really should have been more careful with your boyfriend choices.”


    “Like my mom?” Jax spits.


    “Mm,” Delphi agrees, nodding. “Just like your mom.” He sighs regrettably. “She had an agonizing beauty about her. It’s a damn shame what happened to her.”


    “You fucking killed her you piece of shit.” Jax pushes off the wall, intent on going after Delphi.


    The guy in front of him raises his gun, nearly putting it against Jaxon’s nose. “Hold still.”


    “Your family will learn one way or another not to take from me.”


    Although Benji already knew this, I see his body go rigid. I think before, it was only a theory. Now Delphi admitted to murdering his mom in not so many words.


    “I’m going to kill you,” he says, his tone low, but his voice clear. Lethal.


    Delphi raises an eyebrow as he walks toward us. “Ethan.” At the sound of his name, the bald man comes forward and presses the gun to Benji’s forehead. In the same instance, Delphi takes me by the arm, dragging me to the side. He jerks me, spinning me around, and slams me alongside the wall. My cheek grinds against the brick, chaffing the skin. I close my eyes, wincing against the pain. And then his hands reach around, cupping my breasts.


    “Let her go,” Jax yells.


    My eyes snap open and I can see Benji. His chest rising and falling quickly. Nostrils flaring with each trembling breath. His hands are raised at the sides of his head forming tight fists. I feel the rage rolling off of him.


    “Shut up,” someone says. I hear the sickening sound of flesh striking flesh.


    Delphi pinches at my skin before sliding lower. The tips of his fingers slip into the waist of my shorts. Tears blur my vision as I cringe from head to toe. I’d rather he just kill me.


    God, please. Just let him kill me. Don’t let him do this.


    And then I think of Benji witnessing this—of all my friends seeing Delphi violate me.


    Running his nose along my neck, he inhales deeply, as if savoring my scent. “I bet you’re real sweet,” he says. “Is she, Benji? Is she as sweet as she smells?” he taunts mercilessly.


    A sob rips from my throat and the tears finally fall in heated streams.


    There’s a scuffle somewhere behind us. Delphi pulls away and I turn in time to see Flynn holding one of the guys, the crook of his arm wrapped tightly around the man’s throat.


    “Oh for fuck’s sake, Luke,” Delphi admonishes. He rolls his eyes.


    Luke has his hands poised out at his sides, the gun abandoned on the ground. Delphi walks over to the man standing in front of Jax, takes his gun, and spins, shooting Luke in the head. Kameron screams and covers her ears.


    It takes Flynn a moment to understand what happened, but when the blood slides down Luke’s face and runs over his arm, Flynn releases the man, letting him slump to the ground. The gun is still aimed and Delphi fires again. Flynn jerks backward with the kick of the bullet, falling into a heap beside Luke.


    I think I scream this time. I’m not sure. It could be Kameron again. All I know is my throat feels raw and my heart feels like it just shattered into a hundred pieces.


    Flynn.


    From the corner of my eye, I see Jaxon tackle the guy in front of him. They both hit the ground and I hear what can only be the snapping of a bone. The man cries out, the strangled sound full of agony.


    Benji uses the distraction, knocking the gun away from his head, and punching Ethan in the face. The man’s head twists with the violent hit, but he comes back quickly, striking Benji in the jaw with the gun.


    Jaxon lifts up and hammers his fist into the guy’s nose, knocking the man unconscious. My head swings back to Benji. I see him reach for his gun at the same time I see Ethan advance on him. He kicks Benji back into the wall, causing him to stumble to his hands and knees.


    Delphi lets out a howl of rage I can hear over all the other commotion. He stalks over to Jaxon, placing the gun to his temple. “I’m sick of this shit,” he shouts. “Benji, stand up. I want you to see this. I want you to watch me kill your brother.” Ethan grabs a handful of Benji’s hair, jerking him to his feet. Benji sways.


    “After I kill your brother, I’m going to fuck Briar, long and hard. You’re going to watch every last second of it. And then you’re going to keep watching as I put a bullet in each of these girls’ pretty, little heads. But I’m not going to kill you, Benji. I’m going to leave you a gun with a single bullet, and when it settles in that you have no one left, you’re going to do it for me.”


    Jaxon pushes to his feet, charging at Delphi rapidly. He nearly catches the man by surprise. The gun goes off and Jaxon staggers, lurching forward before faltering and finally falling to the ground.


    Benji pulls the gun from the back of his jeans and aims it at Delphi, but his arm is unsteady, rocking up, and then down as if it’s too heavy to hold.


    Delphi laughs. “Fuck it,” he mutters, and then he aims at me. Benji launches himself in front of me as I hear the shot ring out. His body crashes into mine, sending us both down. I’m stunned for a couple long seconds, unable to catch my breath. As I wiggle out from under Benji, his weight sitting heavy over me, I see his shirt growing red with blood. It’s so bright. I press my hand over the wound, pushing down, trying to stop the flow. It seeps in-between my fingers, pooling around my hand. It’s warm and thick and I can’t stop staring at it. I tug on Benji’s arm, but there’s no response.


    “BENJI.” I cradle him against me, hugging him to my chest. I can’t tell if he’s breathing. I try to listen. I put my face close to his and try to feel his breath.


    This isn’t happening.


    This isn’t happening.


    It can’t be.


    Don’t leave me.


    “Benji,” I murmur. My fingers slip away from his chest and search for a pulse in his throat. My hands are too slippery with his blood. They slide away.


    I can’t lose him. I can’t lose him again.


    “Benji, please don’t leave me.”


    I hear the flap of Delphi’s shoes as he moves toward us. I hunch over Benji’s unmoving body protectively, and without thinking, I take the gun laying loosely in his hand. I don’t try to aim, I just lift it in the direction of the sound and pull the trigger. I hear Delphi’s body drop, but I don’t look. My eyes are still fixed on all the red sopping into Benji’s shirt.


    A moment later I hear several more shots. POP. POP. POP. I look up to see Flynn on his knees, gun in hand. I follow his gaze just as Ethan plunges backward, three holes in his chest.


    I look back down at Benji’s still form. There’s so much blood. Too much. I notice the gun in my hand. My hand that is covered in blood. Benji’s blood. I lie him down gently, careful of his head, and I stumble over to Delphi.


    The shoulder of his shirt is the same color as Benji’s. But he’s alive, his pulse noticeably throbbing in his throat. I kneel beside him and touch the gun to his head. I can’t control my finger as it releases another bullet. His hot blood splatters my chest, but I don’t stop there. I move it to his heart, and I fire two more rounds into his body, ensuring he’s gone for good.

  


  


  


  
    Epilogue


    Briar


    


    I didn’t attend the funerals.


    I couldn’t.


    Kameron, Flynn, and I stayed in and mourned Benji and Jaxon in our own ways. We remembered stories from our childhoods and smiled over pictures. Because that’s what they would want. For us to smile. For us to remember.


    Kam and I rented an apartment together a couple of weeks ago. We live in fear of retaliation every day and neither one of us wanted to put our families in danger.


    Nobody has come for us yet, and I don’t know if they ever will, but I’m not willing to take that chance. Flynn comes by a lot. Sometimes he sleeps on the couch. It makes me feel safer—I think that’s why he does it. Occasionally, Kameron crawls into bed with me and we cry. She knew the Borelli boys almost as long as I did, and she loved them just as much. She’s the only one who fully understands what I’m going through.


    We never talk about it in the mornings because we don’t need to. We miss them and there’s nothing that can take that pain away.


    School started back up. I’ve been attending, but I don’t know if I can keep it up. It’s just too hard right now. My whole body hurts, inside and out. It hurts so badly. I feel like it will never get easier. And the sadness is overwhelming. It never relents. Not even for a second.


    People tell me to give it time.


    I hate when they say that. I hate them.


    Time can’t mend a shattered heart. Why can’t they understand that I don’t want to live without him? This isn’t like before. He isn’t coming back.


    He is never coming back.


    When I’m home alone, I sit at the window. I breathe against the glass to see if I’m still alive. When my breath fogs the window, I touch my hand to it and I cry because I wish I weren’t.


    Today I’ve kept myself busy, job hunting in town. I put in several applications, but I don’t know if any will work out. Everyone looks at me with that same expression. Pity mixed with fear. Fear because I represent what they thought couldn’t occur in this small farming town. But death and loss can happen anywhere, to anyone, at anytime.


    Mom’s supposed to come over later to make dinner for Kameron and me. She does this a few times a week because we forget to eat sometimes. Most times, actually. I have no desire to…well, I just have no desire. For anything.


    I just am.


    I sit on the stoop for a moment, not ready to sit in the silence of the empty apartment. The leaves are starting to turn red on the trees and I have to look away. I hate that color.


    Kids ride by on bikes. A dog barks in the distance. The sound of a lawnmower rumbles from a neighboring yard.


    I’m angry. I’m so angry that everybody just goes on living. How do they do it?


    The tears prick my eyes and I know it’s time to go inside. I shuffle up the steps, pausing to check the mailbox. I pop the little door open and peer inside.


    And then time stands still. There’s a ringing in my ears as I stare into the shadowed box. My body trembles and my heart stutters in my chest. My pulse is hammering. I flick my gaze around, checking every inch of sidewalk, pausing at every doorway, searching every car window.


    I look into the mailbox again, making sure I didn’t imagine it—but it’s still there. A single belladonna lily. My hand shakes as I lift it gently out and bring it to my nose. I close my eyes as I inhale its fragrance.


    


    


    Benji


    


    It’s difficult living as a dead man.


    I wear the face of the person I used to be. I carry his memories. Display his scars. Harbor his guilt. But I am no longer Benjamin Borelli.


    I can’t pick up the phone and call my family. I can’t stop by to visit with an old friend. I can’t email, Tweet, or Facebook—not that I ever did that shit before. At least it was an option back then.


    Now, though? Now I have to don a pair of aviators and a hoodie just to pick up a gallon of milk. People sidestep when I walk down the aisle looking like the Unabomber. But none of that is what makes this new life so challenging. None of that really matters. They’re all minor inconveniences I can deal with. Causing the girl I love to cry, day in and day out, because she believes I’m rotting in a grave six feet underground is what truly makes my life hell.


    How do I do this? How do I continue to go on with this life when my reason for living is weeping over my tombstone? Do I stay hidden, allowing her to hurt as she mourns me, all in the hope it will keep her safe? Or do I end both of our suffering?

  


  


  


  
    


    *Benji and Briar’s story continues in Eternally, coming soon.
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