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Prologue

How It All Ended…
            



She bit down hard on her bottom lip, the soft trickle of blood pooling in her mouth a welcome distraction from the terrible ache beginning to build in her chest.
         

She could see the darkness as it crept into his eyes. It was the shrouded darkness she had been so attracted to when she first laid eyes on him under the hot stage lights. The hard pallor that let her know, despite his glossy appearance and the obvious presence of prosperity in his life, he had clawed his way out of a long dark tunnel of pain similar to her own. She had been drawn to him because she hoped if he could get out, then maybe she could, too. Maybe he could pull her to the end of her very own darkness.

Then she’d made the mistake of getting to know him. She learned that he wasn’t full of darkness, that he was full of the brightest light she’d ever dared to dream of. And when that light was directed at her, she’d completely fallen victim to his goodness and the shine that made him Reed.

But that hope was gone now, that flame had been extinguished, and in its place stood the bleak certainty that no matter how hard she wished, no matter how hard she wanted it, she was never going to be able to escape this life that karma had gifted her.

And Reed Hopewell wasn’t going to be her savior, after all.


	

    
	
		
One

How It All Began…
            



He tried not to squint against the harsh lights aimed at the stage. He was beginning to get used to the feeling of all eyes on him, the palpable waiting that came with being the center of attention. His heartbeat soared with anticipation as he looked out over the crowd standing before him. He rubbed a hand over the scruff dusting his angled chin, and the audience emitted a collective sigh. He grinned, and the women in attendance screamed in response.
         

“Thank y’all for coming out tonight,” he said, leaning into the microphone.

The crowd cheered, a swelling of sound that met his ears and pushed him to the limit of adrenaline that was currently pounding through his veins.

“I want to sing you one more before I go; would that be all right?”

Roars of approval consumed the club, and his grin grew. He clutched his guitar a little closer to his chest and strummed out a chord.

“One day, I hope to be singing this for someone special,” he continued over the crowd’s growing noise level. “But for now, I’d like to throw it out to all the gorgeous ladies here in the crowd tonight. This one’s called ‘Endless Fall.’”

The biggest yell yet vibrated the rafters; Reed opened his mouth and the lyrics of a new song he had recently written came pouring out.

The crowd became hushed, swaying in rhythm to the rough beauty that was Reed’s voice.

It was difficult for him to lay eyes on members of the crowd with the blinding lights in his eyes, but he scanned the faces to find his sister, Aston, and her fiancé, Sam. Her sparkling diamond glinted off of the light as she raised her arms above her head and swayed. One corner of Sam’s mouth turned up at Reed as he wrapped his arms around Aston from behind and nuzzled her neck.

The vigor and nourishment he got from the stage coursed through his body as he finished the song, and the audience erupted into applause and cheers as he thanked them. Grinning and tugging on the strap of his guitar, he exited the stage.

“Well done, little bro,” Aston said as he sat his burden in its case. “Amazing, as always.”

He grinned. “Thanks, A. I’m not sure if Sam saw it, though; he was too busy sucking on your neck to notice anything I was doing up there.”

Sam shrugged. “Have you seen this neck? No one would blame me.”

Reed slapped Sam so hard on the back of the head that Sam almost inhaled the longneck bottle he was sipping. “That’s my sister you’re talking about. Lay the fuck off.”

Aston waved her left hand in front of Reed’s nose. “That’s my fiancé you’re slapping around there, Reed. I swear I’ll pummel you senseless if you touch him again.”

Sam smiled smugly. “That’s my girl.”

Reed rolled his eyes and turned his attention to Sam’s other side. “What’d you think, Ash? You ready to leave your loser husband for me yet?”

Ashley smirked at Reed as the husband in question turned a full-wattage glare on him. “Nope. Still madly in love with Finn. Sorry, sweetie. But that redhead over there? She’s another story.”

Reed turned around, searching in the direction Ashley pointed. His sister’s childhood best friend could always spot the groupies, and her radar was as deadly accurate as usual. At the adjacent table, a handful of young women eyed Reed hungrily.

It was how these shows went. Reed was announced as a guest performer for the club’s entertainment, he sang, and panties dropped like leaves on a breezy fall day. It was a clockwork routine that Reed counted on.

He pulled out his chair and took a seat between Blaze and Tate. Looking his best friends over carefully, he frowned. “Where the fuck is the tequila?”

Tate Oliver slid a shot in Reed’s direction and grinned. “Had one waiting on you, man. You did good up there.”

Reed nodded, taking the small glass of golden liquid and tilting it up against his full lips. As he tipped it back and let the fire forge a trail down his throat, he hissed through his teeth and slammed the shot glass back down on the table. Glancing around him, he threw a dose of swagger at the table of gaping girls next door, letting them know that he’d be ready for business as soon as he oiled up his gears.

Blaze boomed out a laugh that seemed to ricochet through the rafters. “Take me as your wingman tonight! Please!” His gigantic body hunkered down over his own shot of tequila as he knocked it back.

Reed smiled and signaled the short-skirted girl with a revolving tray of drinks for another round. “Sam? You in?”

“Nope,” he answered promptly. “I’ve got the princess on the bike tonight, Reed.”

Reed grunted in response. He loved Sam like a brother, but he was shit for company on a night when all Reed wanted to do was find a warm body to celebrate with after a good night at the mic.

Tate scanned the room, clearly uncomfortable.

“Next weekend you’ll be back at Sunny’s, right?” he grumbled.

“Yeah,” Reed answered, amused. “What, you don’t like it when we’re in Charleston, Tate?”

Tate and his twin sister, Tamara, had stayed behind in Nelson Island while the rest of them had attended the University of Charleston after high school. Tate never felt comfortable being off of the island, even when he was just right across the bridge in the Holy City.

“Don’t worry, Tate,” Reed said dryly. “Back in good ole N.I. next weekend. Sunny’s as usual.”

“Good.” Tate nodded in relief. He sipped his beer and glanced over at the table of women, basking in the lustful glow that Reed cast over the female population of the club.

Reed glanced impatiently up at the bar in search of the drink runner. He scanned the crowd pressing against the current and stopped on a curvy figure with a short, sparkly dress and the longest hair he’d seen on a girl since middle school. He appraised her as she leaned into the bar, indicating to the bartender the drink that she wanted. Her back was facing Reed as he eyed her, and he took the time to drink in her shapely legs, the curve of her hips, and the glowing olive complexion. He whistled low under his breath, and glanced back at his present company.

“What?” Blaze rumbled, on high alert. “You spot another bad chick?”

Ashley exchanged an eye roll with Aston. “Ugh. Are you guys ready to get outta here?”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure that was our cue,” Aston agreed. She bent over Reed’s head to kiss his cheek, rubbing off her lipstick as she pulled away. “Love you, Reed. Don’t do anything Sam wouldn’t do.”

Tate choked on his Coors. “Yeah, right. Everything Reed does is something Sam wouldn’t do. I think it’s a rule.”
         

Reed grinned. “Y’all be safe. Don’t knock my sister up before the wedding, Waters.”

“No promises,” Sam answered, bumping Blaze’s fist as they followed Finn and Ashley toward the exit.

When Reed moved his gaze once more toward the mystery girl at the bar, she was gone. He hadn’t even gotten to see her face. Somehow, he knew that was probably for the better. Judging from the back of that woman, the front of her was likely to be a game changer.

Reed worked hard every day. He worked on his craft, and his music was what kept him moving through the motions of life. At night, after a show, he liked things to be easy. Nothing too complicated. Nothing he had to think too hard about.

Reed scanned the club again, and then shrugged. He rolled his shoulders once, loosening the muscles that tended to tighten while he performed.

With a half-grin, he refocused on the table full of very willing participants to a hell of a good night.

  


“Thanks, baby,” he purred, grabbing the drink from her along with a handful of her curved backside as she eased around the edge of his chair. “You know just how I like it.”

Hope somehow refrained from retching inside of her mouth and took her seat next to him. She crossed her legs and dug her nails into her thighs to prevent the crossing of her arms. Crossing her arms would be against the rules.

Slapping him across his smug, entitled face would also be against the rules. Hope itched to break those damn rules.

There had never been a date in her life where she appreciated the man she was with calling her “baby.” She had never been anyone’s baby, especially not the men she spent her time with. Trying hard not to curl her lip in disgust, she pulled them into a taut smile instead.

“You’re welcome, baby.”
         

He smiled indulgently and nodded. She looked away quickly. It wasn’t that he was an ogre to look at; in fact, most women would consider him handsome with his broad shoulders, thick, corded arms, and lush head of wavy blond hair. The success that rolled off of him with his expensive suit didn’t hurt, either.

But to Hope? He may as well have been a monster.

She glanced back up toward the front of the club and stifled a groan. The performer for the night was making an idiot of himself. She frequented this club with a date, and the singer-songwriters the club owner hired were nearly always the same. Man-whores with guitars strapped to their chests, all of them.

This one was no different. He was attractive, like they all were. He could sing, like they all could. She ignored the fact that his singing style may have appealed to her more than most, and that rough-around-the-edges voice snuck up inside of her skin the way some of the others hadn’t. As he sang, she had been lulled into a peace she hadn’t felt in so long. But that didn’t matter. He was still the same. Slobbering all over a table of classless bitches at the moment.

Just like the rest of them.

Said the girl with the minidress and mile-high heels. She tried to mentally shake herself for being so judgmental. The last thing she should be doing is placing the other women around her into a box and lashing out at them because of class. At least they were honest about what they were doing. They wanted a rock star. They wanted to see if the way he rocked the stage would be the same way he rocked them between the sheets. They made no game about it, implicating their desires like a neon sign blinking in a shop window.
         

“You ready to skedaddle?” Tyler asked suddenly, eyeing her over the top of his glass.

His eyes narrowed as he studied her face, and she realized he had followed her gaze and misread the reason for her focus on the singer. She tore her eyes away from the head of thick, dark hair and the stupid dimple appearing in the square chin and met the muddy eyes of her date.

“Uh, yeah. Sure. Do you have an early morning tomorrow?”

He smirked. “Something like that. Shall we?”

My, aren’t we in a hurry tonight, she though wryly as they stood. For whatever reason, she threw one last glance at the front table again before allowing Tyler to place his hand on her lower back and guide her out of the club’s front exit.
         

She nodded to the bouncer, whom she knew from school and from her frequent visits to the club, one of Charleston’s hottest, and walked beside Tyler down the still-bustling street.

This part of downtown didn’t settle down until well after 2:00 a.m., and as Hope glanced at her watch she noted that it was scarcely past midnight. She’d never been out with Tyler before, but she’d expected their date to last longer than this.

It was an uneventful evening. Dinner at a fancy restaurant with some of Tyler’s colleagues and then out to the club to listen to some music and dance. Only Tyler seemed in a hurry to leave, before they’d even had a chance to make it to the dance floor.

Strange.

It was better for Hope, of course, to end the date as soon as possible. She was tired of pretending. Her whole life was a play, and she was always anxious for the curtain to close on another show.

She didn’t need a jacket, as June nights in this southern, ocean-side city were nearly as balmy as the days. She was accustomed to the steaminess of the air; she’d spent her entire life here. Despite the cloying heat, Tyler slid a heavy arm around Hope’s shoulders and yanked her closer to him. She was so tempted to tell him that the date was over, therefore so was the touching, the words just at the tips of her lips, but all she had to do was make it to the fancy limo they’d arrived in and she’d put some definite distance between them once inside.

But when Tyler turned her down an empty alley off of the populated street they had been traveling and pulled her closer still, she skidded to a halt and twisted her way out from under his arm.

“Wait, Tyler,” she said. “I don’t think this is where the limo is waiting. Let’s head back onto the street.”

She turned to go, her long hair flying out around her, and he grabbed her wrist hard enough to send a jolt of pain up her arm. She stared down at his hand and then scowled up at his face. Time suddenly slowed.

“Hands off.” She’d meant the words as a warning, but they exited her mouth as a breath.

“Hands off? I don’t think so, sweetheart. This is a date, right? Don’t you know how dates end?”

The sneer plastered to his face was more frightening than she would have expected, than she liked to admit, because its ugly twist couldn’t be blamed on alcohol. She knew Tyler wasn’t drunk when they left the club. He was alert, bright-eyed, and walking a steady line.

“No, Tyler,” she said, forcing an air of calm into her voice she didn’t truly feel. “A date with me ends with maybe a kiss on the cheek and a sweet good night.”

She turned once again to head back toward the busier street.

This time, Tyler wrapped an arm around her waist and wrenched Hope backward. His hot breath tickled her neck as he whispered loudly into her ear from behind.

“Oh, it’ll be sweet, all right.”

His voice had been kind of slimy all night. She’d noticed it and chalked it up to the fact that he was in the same category as all of the other older men she dated.

Sleazy.

A man who needed someone like her on his arm in order to make himself look more powerful, hotter, younger. It was a trait they all shared, and one Hope had learned to handle, manipulate to her advantage, as much as she detested herself for it daily.

But now, in the darkness of the alley, she realized she should have been paying more attention to the murky undertones in his voice, which would have indicated a much darker man beneath the glossy exterior.

With his free hand, he pushed Hope’s head to one side and pulled her long hair away from her face. His fingers lingered at the nearly blond ends hanging past her waist. “I’ve been looking at this succulent neck all night, baby. Just waiting for a taste of it. I couldn’t wait ’til the limo. So we’ll just have an appetizer here, and the main course later, when we’re all alone.”

To Hope’s disgust, he licked the side of her neck. One long swipe of his tongue sent the vomit accumulating in her throat hurtling toward fresh air.

“Don’t! Get off me right now, you sick bastard! This shit won’t fly. You’ll be spitting out your teeth for months if you don’t get your dirty hands off of me.”

In response to her words, he merely pulled Hope closer and slid a hand up her inner thigh. When it disappeared under her dress, she screamed. She couldn’t help it; it was her natural response. She screamed because his greedy fingers had turned to claws, and they were raking desperately at her underwear. Hot, angry tears stung her naturally long lashes as she tried to blink them back and fight.
         

What had she learned in that class she had secretly been taking? He was behind her; she raised her high heel and used her foot to stomp hard into the instep of his foot. When he groaned as a result, she jabbed backward with her elbow with as much force as she could, catching him in the rib. Jerking with all of her might away from his stumbling form, she discovered it wasn’t enough.

It’s not enough. Her heart nearly stopped beating at the realization.
         

He kept a firm grip on the small of her back, and she was locked in an unwilling embrace.

She was pleading now, unintelligible words of fear leaving her lips, flying unnoticed into the heavy, still air around them.

Useless.
         

Until a new set of arms deftly reached in between them to wrench Hope free, pushing her behind a tall, muscular body and shoving Tyler away from her with amazing force.

The newcomer stood between them, and as much as she hated to do it, she gratefully cowered behind him as she peered around his tall frame at Tyler. Little gasps were leaving her throat as she stood there; her eyes were wild with fear and disbelief at what had almost just happened to her.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” Tyler snapped at the intruder.

He shifted from side to side, clearly trying to figure out how to maneuver around Hope’s human shield.

“That’s funny,” the tall man snarled—snarled!—back at him. “Who the fuck are you, and why didn’t you listen when the lady asked you to let her go?”
         

The voice was simultaneously as smooth as satin and as rough as grainy sand, and it made Hope settle closer into his back. The voice was safety, and she held on as if it were a lifeline. Her heart was pounding much faster than it should; she could feel the blood pulsating in her temples as she sucked in harsh, ragged breaths. The humiliation of the attack was beginning to settle into her bones with a deep ache.

How could I have allowed this to happen? I’m smarter than this. I know better!
         

“Look, man. She’s my date, okay? I wasn’t roughing her up. She likes it like that, trust me.” Tyler spread his arms wide and placed his most charming grin firmly in place.

The newcomer wasn’t buying any of it. Tall and solid, he stood his ground, shaking his head. “She didn’t like it. I heard her. You should have heard her, too.”

Tyler took a step toward them, and the man standing in front of Hope reached behind him, grabbing hold of her and nudging her farther back. She swallowed her gasp when Tyler pulled out a pocketknife and flicked it open.

“Oh, are we doing this?” the man said in response to Tyler’s forward progression. In the hush of the alley, his voice was flat and hollow. “Because if it’s going down, I’m all about it.”

He took a step to meet Tyler halfway. “You like to rough women up? I will handle your ass right here in this alley. You won’t walk away from it, but I’ll make sure and call an ambulance to pick up the pieces.”

There was no mistaking his southern drawl, and although Hope couldn’t yet see his face, she recognized his confident demeanor and unmistakable voice.

Tyler hesitated, clearly considering whether or not Hope was worth the risk of getting his ass beaten in a dark alley. She watched him shake his head angrily, and then throw his hands in the air.

“Find your own way home, bitch,” he spat. As he turned to go, her saving grace rushed him from behind, whirling him around to face her and placing the blade of his knife firmly against the tender skin of Tyler’s throat. Tyler probably soiled his pants at that moment; his face was a mask of terror and he actually whimpered when the cool metal bit harder against his neck.

And that was the moment Hope saw his face, under the glow of a bare bulb attached to the brick alley wall. The man who had leaped in between her and Tyler, had pulled a knife on a man for a woman he didn’t know, and was now baring it against a monster’s neck, all for her, was the rocker from the club.
         

She didn’t even remember his name.

“Apologize,” he growled into Tyler’s ear. “Tell the lady you’re sorry for calling her a bitch, and I’ll let you go. Against my better judgment.”

Tyler whimpered again, and the blade was pressed harder against his sweaty skin.

“Say. It.”

“I-I’m sorry, Hope,” spluttered Tyler. “There! Let me go, you psycho!”

The rocker turned Tyler loose and shoved him toward the end of the alley. They both watched him stumble his way out of the dark and disappear around the corner at the end of the street.

She studied the singer as he watched the end of the alley a moment longer. His broad chest was heaving, and his jaw, etched in scruff, clenched repeatedly, like a throbbing heartbeat. He wiped the blade of the knife on the thigh of his black jeans and snapped it closed, placing it back into his pocket.

When Hope realized she was still standing, the immediate danger gone but not forgotten, an animal-like noise escaped her throat, and her hand flew to her face in response.

He turned to face her, moving into the shimmer from the overhead light attached to the brick wall. She was met with eyes so darkly blue they glittered like jewels. Fascinated, she wondered stupidly what made them glimmer that way. Was it anger? Or were they always so iridescent?

Shaking her head, she took a step backward.

“Hey,” he said, his voice unexpectedly soft. He reached out a hand toward her. “It’s okay. You’re safe. Did he hurt you? He didn’t…” His voice trailed off into the night, as his eyes slid to her rumpled dress. Hope knew what he was asking.

His voice was so tender it nearly ripped a sob from her chest. The monster she’d chosen to be out with tonight had nearly raped her in a dark alley. She used the remainder of her strength to tamp the emotion down, and bit her bottom lip as she shook her head.
         

“Are you sure?” He stepped closer, holding both hands out in front of him as if to reassure her that he meant her no harm.

She just stared at him, full of doubt and uncertainty. She could count on one hand the number of men in the world she trusted, and now that she was alone with him she wasn’t so sure he was one of them.

Except for the fact that he had just saved her from being violated in the worst way imaginable.

She allowed him to cross the divide between them until he was standing just in front of her. He put his arms down by his sides, but he stared into her face with those blue, blue eyes, and her own vision swam a little upon being at the receiving end of his stare.

“Hope, right? Do you need a ride home, Hope? I have a truck. I had a few shots in the club tonight, but I have a friend who’s good to drive. Come with me, okay?”

She shook her head and found her voice. “That’s okay. I’ll…”

Suddenly, she had no idea what she would do. Tyler was her way home. And now he wasn’t, and this man who’d saved her was offering her a ride and she was so overwhelmed she wasn’t sure what to do.

Hope was never overwhelmed. She was never caught off guard. She made it a point to control her life, every single screwed-up detail, so that she never felt off-kilter or surprised.

And now, for the moment, all of that was shattered.

He reached out a cautious hand, brushing a strand of her hair from her flushed face. “Let me take you, please. And my name is Reed. So I’m not a stranger.”

She studied him for a moment longer. She eyed the way his hair fell softly into his eyes when he spoke, and the way those long, dark lashes brushed his cheeks when he blinked. She took in his plain black T-shirt, and the thin leather jacket he wore over it. A metal wallet chain hung from his hip. She allowed her eyes to travel down his jeans to his black boots, and shuddered in response to the fact that from head to toe, he was probably prettier than she was.

“You must be hot,” she blurted.

His eyes widened in surprise, and then his face broke into a huge grin, and he pulled his hand back down to his side. “I am. Thanks for noticing. Let’s get to the truck so I can get this damn jacket off.”

She finally nodded, agreeing to the ride, and accepted the outstretched hand he was offering. That unfamiliar feeling of safety cloaked her again at the touch of his hand.

He guided her back down the alley and out onto the busy street.

She saw two guys waiting just around the corner. They had obviously been looking for Reed; they started when they saw him appear with Hope from the alley.

“Seriously, dude? You needed to go down a dark alley to—” The one with copper-colored hair began to complain.

Reed shot his friend a stern look that shut him up. “Guys. This is Hope. She had a little, uh, problem. I helped her out, and now she needs a ride home. You still good to drive, Blaze?”

The huge guy with a dark complexion nodded his head and eyed her with appreciation. She stared back stonily.

Blaze and the Copper-Top took off for the parking lot across from the alley, and Reed angled his head toward Hope, indicating that she follow. After one more moment of hesitation, she did, placing her trust in Reed’s hands for the second time that night.


	

    
	
		Two


What were you doing with that guy, Hope?”
         

Hope had given Blaze her address and was settled into the backseat of a Chevy Silverado with Reed right next to her. Tate and Blaze were recounting the night’s events in the front, but Reed was focused totally on her.

His intense attention made her feel like she was trapped in the frozen beam of his eyes. She tried not to return the gaze, but it was difficult not to notice his long and lithe body. She could see the hardness of his muscles beneath his snug-fitting jeans and under his tee, and all that dark hair caught the light shining in through the truck’s windows. The thick, black lines of tattoos wound from his taut biceps, disappearing under the sleeves of his shirt.

The question was inevitable. Of course he’d want to know why she was dating someone like Tyler. How much of that question she could answer truthfully was minimal, and she hated to lie. She lied enough in her professional life; she didn’t want to become a liar in her personal life, too.

Not that Reed was a part of her personal life.

But still, he was focusing on her so intently in the backseat of the truck it was beginning to make her skin itch. She now knew what the protozoa under the microscope in her high school biology class had felt like.

“You know what?” she said softly. “It’s not important. I was on a bad date, let’s leave it at that.”

Reed’s eyes narrowed. It was pitch-black outside the truck’s windows; she lived out of the way, a fifteen-minute drive from downtown Charleston. She dreaded having the truck pull up to the gigantic home she shared with her mother, her sister, and her stepfather. But it couldn’t be avoided.

“A bad date? You expect me to believe that someone like you chose to be out with that guy tonight?”
         

“What else would I be doing with him if I didn’t choose to be there?”

She fired back a question for a question; that was the easiest way to avoid telling him the truth. Which she definitely wasn’t about to do.

Reed sighed, aggravation vibrating through the deep sound, and threw his head back against the seat.

“It’s fine,” she answered. “You don’t need to get wrapped up in my issues. You’re dropping me off at my house, and I really appreciate what you did for me tonight. It’s really rare that anyone would care enough to stop, let alone go to the extremes that you did, Reed. I have no doubt that if you hadn’t been there...”

She shuddered at the memory of Tyler’s hands all over her, and the overwhelming desire to rip off her dress and burn it washed over her. She tightened all of her muscles, attempting to ward off the breakdown she knew was coming. Reed reached over to cover her small hand with his large one. The contrast shocked her into silence, and she stared at their hands, trying to keep hers from trembling.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” His voice had dropped lower; he hadn’t told his friends what had happened, and she appreciated it. “He attacked you. Are you going to press charges? You’re not going to see him again, are you?”

She pulled her hand out from under his and stared blankly ahead. “I’m a big girl, Reed. I can take care of Tyler if I need to. And yes, I’m okay.”

She flashed back again to standing in the alley with Tyler, his hands crawling up her dress like scorpions intent on their prey. The shiver that wracked her couldn’t be hidden, and this time Reed’s arms went around her as the shakes threatened to consume her.

“Hey,” he whispered into her ear. “It’s okay. Guys who are like that…God, I really could have killed him, Hope. But you’re safe now. And listen…I want to leave you my number, okay? You can call me anytime.”

She looked up at him, resenting the weak portrayal of herself she was displaying.

“I’ll be fine,” she answered firmly, leaning upright. “You don’t have to do that. Turn here, Blaze.”

Blaze turned the steering wheel, and the truck was entering the long driveway of the large, plantation-style home that belonged to her stepfather.

Tate whistled. “This is where you live?”

“By association only,” she muttered.

“What?” Tate glanced at her in the rearview mirror.

“Nothing,” she said. “Yeah. This is where I live. For now.”

Blaze pulled up to the three-car garage situated around the side of the house and stopped at Hope’s direction.

Reed placed a hand on her arm before she moved to push the door open.

“Hope,” he said, piercing her once again with those eyes she couldn’t seem to stay away from.

“Yeah?”

He stared at her a moment, his eyes flashing, dark and brooding. “Be careful who you let take you out from now on, okay?”

She smiled, the first she’d bestowed upon him all night, and he reeled back in surprise. “Sure thing.”

She thanked Blaze and exited the truck, slamming the door behind her. As she entered the access door beside the garage, she blinked the light once to let them know she was safe, and the big truck began easing its way back down the drive.

Once inside the cavernous garage, Hope leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. It was late; there was a chance that her mother and her stepfather weren’t awake and waiting for her arrival. They grilled her after every date and she knew she’d be unable to sit through it tonight without either lashing out at them or disappearing forever under a deluge of tears. Neither would be helpful to her cause.

She opened her eyes when the mudroom entrance to the house opened at the top of the steps.

A sharp sliver of light bounced against the wall, growing as the door opened wider, and the fist in Hope’s stomach unclenched as her thirteen-year-old sister’s outline appeared in the doorway above Hope.

“Vi,” she said, placing a hand over her chest. “You’re up.”

“Of course I’m up,” Violet said, turning on the garage light and closing the door behind her. She descended the steps slowly, eyeing Hope with thought and purpose, the way she did everything. She stopped when she reached her, and they both slid down the wall until they were sitting on the floor beside each other.

“How did it go?” she asked softly.

Hope hesitated. Keeping her sister as sheltered as possible while she was young enough to avoid the cruelty of life was her mission, but having a sister as sharp as Violet made that difficult.

“It went,” she answered vaguely.

Violet stared at Hope, her slate eyes telling her that she’d wait as long as it took for the truth to come tumbling out.

“Bullshit,” she said calmly.

“Vi,” Hope said, exasperated. “You sound like a trucker. For God’s sake, teenage girls should not talk like that.”
         

“And twenty-one-year-old girls should be out at a club having a blast with their friends. Life’s full of twisted shit, ain’t it?”

“Oh, my God.” Hope groaned. “It’s freaking impossible to keep you young and innocent, isn’t it?”

“Not your fault.” Violet shrugged. “It’s the price we pay, having a mother who screws us over on a regular basis.”

Hope reached over and clasped Violet’s hand tightly in hers. She stared down at their intertwined fingers, noting the difference in their hands, one of the many dissimilarities in the sisters’ appearance. If they were out together, no one ever guessed they were related at all.

Violet’s hair was just as long as Hope’s, but hers was so pale blond it was nearly white. This week there were streaks of teal running through it, but next week it could just as easily be the purple that matched her name.

Her long fingers were nimble enough to brush out on a canvas the emotions their owner tousled with, and Violet used them to create the most beautiful, ahead-of-her-time paintings Hope had ever seen. There was a clutter of her work in a corner of the garage where they sat, and Hope glanced over at it as a smile tugged her lips upward.

She reached out and pulled a piece of her sister’s hair.

“Pretty color,” she mused.

“Mmmm,” Violet answered absently. She stared into the distance, and Hope tried to imagine as she watched those pale gray eyes, where her mind had wandered.

Had they been standing, Violet would have towered a few inches over her sister’s head, making her look three years older than she really was. Violet’s old soul made it impossible for Hope to keep her sister young.

“It went about as badly as any date could ever possibly go,” Hope finally admitted quietly. “But I don’t want you to worry about it, Vi. I’m home safe, and I promised I’d always come home to you.”

Violet turned her striking gray eyes on her sister. “I don’t think there’s a God.”

“What?” The comment was so casual, so off-kilter that it caught Hope totally by surprise. For the second time that night. She was beginning to feel an uncomfortable pattern forming.

“I don’t. If there was, he’d never let someone as good as you deal with the perpetual shit storm you’re constantly having to go through. And he’d never let me…you know.”

Hope sighed. “It’s a temporary shit storm, Vi. This won’t be our life forever.”

“Still.” Violet used a thumb to gently rub the dark bruises beginning to form on Hope’s wrist where Tyler had grabbed her. She stared down at her sister’s arm, her expression so forlorn it caused Hope physical pain to see it, and to know the meaning behind it. Protecting Violet from the life she led was so much more difficult than she wanted it to be. Than Violet deserved.

Still staring at their hands, Hope marveled once again at the differences. She imagined it had a lot to do with the fact that they had different fathers. Hope remembered Violet’s father clearly, although the younger girl couldn’t recollect anything about him. He had been a genius of an artist, the only quality other than his appearance the girl had inherited from him.

Hope could remember being fascinated by the fury with which he painted, probably the same fascination that had drawn her mother to him. But she also remembered that in order to paint with that sort of crazed ferocity, he had to be sky-high on meth. And she remembered the monster he became when his artistic efforts were exhausted, thanks to the drug. She clearly recalled the nights she cowered under her bed while her mother screamed obscenities at the man in the next room as he stole everything they owned in order to buy more of the poison.

Hope recollected nothing of her own father. She only knew what her mother had told her, which was nearly nothing. She knew that his South American heritage was what gave her the thick hair, which started out dark at her roots and lightened to almost blond at the ends; it was the ombré effect most girls paid hundreds of dollars in a salon to achieve. Her hair matched her sharp hazel eyes perfectly, and the olive tone to her skin set the whole look on fire. Her cheekbones were high and pronounced, and it helped to balance out the fact that her forehead was a bit too wide and her face a little too full.

Men found her terribly attractive, which was why her dating life came so easily to her.

Much to her revulsion.

“Are they waiting up for me inside?” asked Hope.

Violet nodded. “Yeah. Do you want me to distract them for you while you sneak upstairs?”

“No,” Hope answered, squeezing her sister’s hand once before letting it go. “I want you to go to bed and dream of shopping and boys, like normal thirteen-year-olds.”

Violet snorted. “I’ll never be normal.”

And a wave of sadness almost as large as the hatred she felt for her mother crashed over Hope, squeezing her lungs and leaving her gasping for breath as it subsided.

“Temporary,” she promised again.

They stood, and Hope wrapped an arm around Violet before they ascended the steps and entered the house. Violet flinched.

Stopping in her tracks, Hope turned to her sister. “Vi?”

Violet averted her eyes, staring down at the floor. Before she could pull away, Hope pulled the shoulder of Violet’s shirt down to expose her sister’s bare shoulder. A deep purple bruise stood out boldly against the milky skin.

“Oh, Violet.” Hope’s voice escaped in a tremulous whisper. “What’d she do?”

Blinking away furious tears, Violet began to mount the steps toward the house. “It’s nothing, Hope. Forget about it.”

“I never forget about it! How can I?”

When they arrived in the kitchen Violet whirled around. “You don’t have to focus on me. I’m usually better at avoiding her, okay? Just worry about you. And how you’re going to stop working this job.”

With a sigh, Hope watched her sister disappear up the back set of stairs and squared her shoulders as she turned for the long hallway that led to the living room.

“Hope.” Her stepfather Frank’s heavy voice accosted her as she entered the room. There was a dark undertone of danger in his words. “An unhappy client makes a very unhappy business owner.”

“Yeah, well a disgusting snake who puts his hands on me makes me a paying member of the unhappy club,” Hope snapped.

Frank and Wendy were standing near the window, staring accusingly at her as she waited in the doorway with folded arms. She would have laughed at her mother’s demeanor if it weren’t so infuriating. Wendy had been married to Frank for, what, a year? And in that time, she’d managed to adopt her worst personality yet. One that made it seem like she’d been a millionaire her entire life, as if she hadn’t been nearly evicted from a trailer right before she’d met Frank.

Wendy was a chameleon; she changed her color to match the surroundings she was placed in by whatever man she wrapped herself around at any given time.

“Well?” Wendy said, her voice sloppy with the effect of the liquor she’d surely consumed that night. “What do you have to say for yourself, Hope? If you did anything tonight to hurt Frank’s business, I swear to God—”

“What?” Hope spat. “You swear to God what? You’ll hurt my sister again?”

Wendy’s eyes narrowed to slits. Frank placed a hand on her shoulder to silence her.

“Do you know who’s on my client roster, Hope? Judges. Lawyers. Doctors. The mayor.” Hope’s heart plummeted down to her feet. “Who,” he continued, “would believe your lies?” Frank’s voice was steady, calm. Hope knew his placid demeanor was only a facade. Like the deep quiet before a tornado rolled over a town, leveling it to dust. “This is my business we’re talking about, Hope. I have high stakes here. What happened tonight?”

Hope sighed, suddenly feeling so tired she could have crashed right there on the hardwood floor with those two hovering over her like vultures. “He attacked me. I had no choice. What was I supposed to do? Let him rape me?”
         

“That’s not how Tyler tells it.” Frank’s deep voice slithered toward her like a python.

“Well, I’m your stepdaughter, and your highest-earning employee, so if I were you I’d listen to how I’m telling it. And that guy is a sleaze, not to mention dangerous. You should kick him out of the club.”

Frank stared at her for a full minute before he answered. He pulled himself up to his full, terrifying height. His eyes were cold, hard, and unfeeling. Hope shuddered inwardly as she stared right back.

“You will never, I repeat, never, disrespect a client that way again. If you have a problem with someone, you take it up with me and I will handle it. Do you understand?”
         

“Oh, I understand perfectly,” said Hope. “Basically, next time you want me to come crying to you after I’m violated, and you’ll make it all better.”
         

“You ungrateful little bitch.” Wendy’s words stuck her like needles from where she stood. “I’ve taken care of you your whole life, and now I’ve given you all of this”—she gestured around them—“and you want to ruin it for us. It’s not going to happen. So you better get your shit together, young lady, if your little sister is as important to you as you say she is.”
         

Hope turned and began to exit the room. Her body was numb; every time Frank and Wendy threatened her with Violet it was like awakening from a TKO just to be punched in the face all over again.

“Who was this other man Tyler told us about, the one who interfered where he wasn’t welcome?” Wendy’s cold voice dripped down Hope’s neck as she walked away.

“No one, Wendy,” she tossed back over her shoulder to her mother. “He was no one.”
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