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      For my mom. I’d give almost anything to hug you one more time. I hope you’re proud of me for finally following my dreams.
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      “This new family will love you. I’m sure of it,” Rebecca assures me as we slide into her newer model ford sedan. I buckle my seatbelt and settle in while admiring the clean interior and new car smell.

      Rebecca Ship, who replaced my old social worker, showed up at my last foster home with the proper documentation. Anyone who can get me away from Mr. Track is a Godsend in my eyes. Rebecca has shown me nothing but kindness, but I don’t trust her. Even though she seems nice enough and removed me from the filth of Track’s house, people always come across that way at first. It never lasts, and I learned early on no one can ever be fully trusted. My last foster father, Track, epitomizes this with the way he worked to lure me closer to him. Dealing with men like him before, I wised up quickly to his advances and made myself scarce. Because of this, when Rebecca chats to me about the foster home she found, I listen to her and smile or nod when appropriate. But when she asks if I have questions or concerns, I simply shake my head. No matter what I say, it won’t change the outcome of my situation.

      I’ve managed to survive this long. The few months until my birthday and graduation should be a breeze. In theory, it won’t be hard to keep my head down and my mouth closed for three months. Then again, I tend to lack a filter at times. It gets me smacked around on occasion. Calling Track an ass got me the bruise on my cheek.

      “This is a large family, Parker,” Rebecca admits, tapping her fingers nervously on the steering wheel as we zoom down the freeway. “The parents have been together for a long time. They’ve been fostering for nearly as long as they’ve been married, though they haven’t taken in anyone new in quite a while. They have biological children and adopted children. Seven kids in all, though the older ones don’t live at home anymore.”

      My breath catches at this new information. Seven kids. While not uncommon for a foster family, it usually means I’m more of a pain in the ass to them. Those families generally end up being the worst to live with. Taking a deep breath, I prepare myself for the inevitable crap show awaiting me.

      As we continue to twist and turn through the streets, I become confused. Rebecca heads into a ritzy suburban area. The houses grow larger and larger. Rebecca never told me where these people live, but this doesn’t seem right. Houses as nice as these belong in magazines or movies. I sure as hell don’t belong in one, even as a guest.

      We pull to a stop outside a massive three-story brick house. Rebecca parallel parks her car on the side of the quiet street. A large iron gate blocking the driveway opens automatically when we exit the car. I search around, trying to figure out who opened it, but I don’t find anyone. Rebecca gestures for me to follow her. Wordlessly, I push my bag higher onto my shoulder and trail behind her. Going into such a lovely place wearing baggie cut off jean shorts and an old shirt makes me uncomfortable. I don’t own anything better, though. With no other way for me to change my appearance, I go about undoing my ponytail, smoothing my long dark blonde hair back, and tying it up again.

      Rebecca gets to the door and rings the bell, turning to me and offering a reassuring look. Her genuine smile and happy demeanor make me uneasy. I don’t dwell on it for long before the front door swings open, and a woman in her forties stands in front of us. Her red hair hits right above her shoulders, framing her freckled face. She and Rebecca both stand a few inches taller than me.

      “Rebecca!” She smiles when she spots the social worker but her smile falters when she notices me standing next to her. Her bright green eyes bounce from me to Rebecca and back again. She recovers herself quickly, and her smile reappears, directed at me. “You must be Parker!”

      Her arms spread wide, and she takes a quick step towards me. Instinct takes over, and I flinch away from her, stumbling backward a few feet, nearly falling down the steps of the front deck.

      Squeezing my eyes shut with embarrassment, I take a few breaths before peeking up at the woman in front of me. She gapes at me with wide eyes. Her hand covers her mouth, and her eyes shine with unshed tears. Leave it to me to make a great first impression on this lady. She probably thinks I’m a nutcase now.

      Rebecca drops her head down, and she rubs her hand through her dark hair in frustration. Before I can apologize for acting like an idiot, a man’s voice floats to us from inside the house.

      “Maggie? Is that Rebecca at the door?” He calls out, causing the woman, Maggie, to spin around.

      “Yeah, Honey! We’ll be inside in a second,” she calls back with a slightly shaky voice. Her shoulders rise and fall heavily as if she took a deep breath before she turns back to us. She blinks quickly a few times, clearing her eyes of any moisture. Briefly, I wonder if she might want to cry because she already realized her mistake in agreeing to take me in. Her big smile softens significantly as she steps to the side and holds the front door open. “Would you like to come in?”

      I stay quiet, allowing Rebecca to take the lead. She nods and gestures for me to follow Maggie into the house. Trailing behind Maggie, I allow my gaze to wander. The beauty of the home stuns me.

      Polished hardwood floors and light tan walls make the home warm and inviting. Dark wooden furniture matches perfectly. Everything is pristine. “This place is amazing,” I murmur softly, taking everything in as we walk along.

      “Thank you, dear,” Maggie chirps happily. “I have a great interior decorator.”

      The air leaves my lungs in a quiet huff. It makes sense these people have the means to hire a decorator, but it shocks me to be staying in such an upscale place.

      Maggie leads us through the enormous entry way, past a picture-perfect living room, and into a state of the art kitchen. The table in the dining room off to the side of the kitchen seats twelve, and I suddenly wonder what their children might be like. Rebecca said seven kids make up the family, biological and adopted, but there aren’t any around to back up her claim.

      When Maggie moves out of the way, I find a man close to Maggie’s age standing at the kitchen island. His dark brown hair falls in waves to his ears. His apron reads I’m not aging. I’m marinating. The vegetables on a chopping board and the knife in his hand surprise me a bit. Perhaps he’s their chef or something. If they can afford an interior decorator, they can surely afford a personal chef. I don’t expect it when he glances up with a friendly smile. His grin widens when he notices Rebecca and Maggie in the room.

      The mystery man sets his knife down and wipes his hands on a dish towel. “Hello again, Rebecca,” he greets her, putting his hand around Maggie’s shoulders and pulling her gently to his side. Probably not the chef, then. I don’t remember ever seeing a man cooking before, not food anyway. How weird. “It’s been a long time.”

      His gaze falls on me and, like Maggie, his smile falters slightly as he looks me over. He sighs quietly, giving Rebecca a meaningful glance before addressing me. “You must be Parker. I’m Collin Harper. I’m Maggie’s husband. It’s great to have you here.”

      I try to smile, but it comes across as a grimace. Their reactions to me make it clear they’re anything but happy about my presence here. Rebecca probably offered them extra money to take me in or something. I can’t come up with any other reason for them to agree to this. Not being used to attention, their gazes have me fidgeting with the hem of my shirt and chewing on my thumb nail. My anxiety bubbles up, twisting my stomach in knots. The three of them stand in awkward silence and stare at me as if I’m some sort of alien. If they’re waiting for me to get chatty, they’ll be waiting a while. My mouth always gets me into trouble, and I don’t want to screw this up yet.

      Collin clears his throat and breaks the silence. “Well, how about Maggie shows you to your room and you can get settled while I do the paperwork with Rebecca?”

      I nod slightly and follow Maggie when she leads the way out of the room. She takes the stairs right off the kitchen to the second floor and turns down a hallway to the right. She opens the third door on the left and walks right in. I stand at the threshold and gape in awe.

      Everything from the bed frame to the decor includes some shade of white or sunny yellow. Maggie bringing me to this room must be some kind of joke. No way in hell would this beautiful room be for someone like me.

      Maggie turns around and notices me still in the doorway. She must take my silence and hesitation as disapproval because her brow wrinkles, and she begins rambling. “I’ll help you decorate it if you’d like. I’m sure you want it to be more personal. It was just a guest room, but now it’s yours so do whatever you want with it. Austyn and I decorated it. We made it bright and airy, so guests felt at home. Though, I’m sure you have different ideas of what you’d want.”

      Shaking my head to stop her rambling, my mouth drops open, and I step slightly into the room. She can’t seriously believe I hate the room.

      “It’s amazing,” I assure her, still taking it all in. “I’ve never—” An unfamiliar male voice yelling up the stairs cut off my words.

      “Mom! Greyson and I are home!” the voice shouts. It startles me, and I press my back into the door frame, ensuring no one can sneak up on me.

      “Be right down, Duncan!” Maggie shouts back, smiling happily at me. “Ready to meet Duncan and Greyson?”

      I want to say, “Not even close”, but instead I nod and follow her back downstairs after depositing my bag in the corner of the bedroom at Maggie’s urging.
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      Making our way to the kitchen once more, I hesitate when all of the voices drift from the room. I'm awkward and stupid around new people. They make me anxious which increases the chances of me having a panic attack or saying something idiotic. I held a small amount of hope I would be able to ease into meeting the whole family, but it seems impossible now.

      Keeping my expression neutral, I continue on after Maggie. Entering the kitchen, I search out the new people. While I don’t consider myself to be a wimp, my anxiety gets the best of me sometimes. My breathing comes out in short bursts. My chest tightens and my throat begins to close up, almost as if I’m having an allergic reaction. I roll my eyes mentally. Leave it to me to be allergic to new people. Doing my best to keep myself together, I stop when Maggie does. Stepping around her slightly, I spot the two strangers.

      “Duncan, Greyson,” Maggie addresses the two of them, calling the older guy Duncan. “This is Parker Thomison. Parker, this is Duncan and Greyson.”

      I make eye contact with the older guy at the same time he takes a step in my direction. Stiffening, I wait for him to make a move. Whatever his intentions might have been, my awkward reaction stops him in his tracks. His eyes widen, and he glances from Maggie to Collin, then back to me, his gaze zeroing in on the bruise I have on my cheek; a parting gift from Track after I told him he was an ass and shouldn't be allowed near humans let alone allowed to foster children. I take a moment to allow my eyes to roam over him as he takes another step back. This guy probably assumes I came fresh from the sewers with the way he’s dressed.

      Duncan stands taller than me by at least six inches. With his short strawberry blonde hair brushed neatly back, his wide, grayish-green eyes stand out. He wears a pair of tan slacks and a perfectly pressed blue button up shirt that accentuates his slim, defined muscles. He clearly belongs in the rich part of town.

      The little boy next to him has to be the cutest thing I’ve ever laid eyes on in my life. He watches me with bright grey eyes and a wide smile. I can’t help smiling back at him as I take in his muddy clothes and face. He only comes up to Duncan’s hip. His light blonde hair has been shaved short in a buzz cut. He takes a few quick steps toward me, and I notice Maggie and Collin stiffen. They obviously don’t want their little boy near a dirty lowlife like me. My eyes burn with tears I refuse to allow. The little boy, completely oblivious to his parents’ discomfort, hops right up to me, craning his neck to make eye contact with me.

      “I’m Greyson, I’m four,” he states, holding his hand out to me to shake.

      Slowly placing my hand in his, giving his parents enough time to protest if they want to, I give his small hand a shake. “I’m Parker, I’m seventeen.”

      “You’re a girl,” he informs me, tilting his adorable head to the side. “I’m not a girl. I’m a boy.”

      A chuckle draws my attention before I answer Greyson. Duncan tries to cover his laughter with a cough, failing miserably. “It’s nice to meet you, Parker.” Duncan’s deep voice causes my cheeks to heat for some reason. A soft smile graces his lips, and I suddenly find myself staring at his mouth. If he catches me creeping on him, he may find me insane or something, but I can’t seem to turn away from him and his smile. Somehow it comforts me. It calms me slightly from all the chaos of the day. An odd reaction to a simple smile, but I welcome the comfort.

      “Is there a reason you’re covered in mud, little man?” Collin interrupts with his focus on Greyson. My nerves flare again, and I ready myself to step in to help Greyson if needed. Defending younger kids in foster homes isn’t new to me. Over my dead body will I allow a child to get hurt when I can do something about it.

      Greyson simply giggles. “I did ‘struction stuff,” he admits proudly.

      “He was at the site with your brothers today, wasn’t he?” Maggie chuckles and waits for Duncan to answer her. Though, she clearly knows the answer already.

      “I got a call from Declan telling me to pick up the trouble maker,” Duncan confirms. “He was worse when I showed up, but I was able to hose him off a little before we left. The guys are lucky I keep towels in my trunk, or they’d be cleaning the inside of my car out tonight.”

      “Come on, little man.” Collin sighs, taking Greyson’s small hand in his. “Let’s finish cleaning all the mud out of your ears before it gets stuck.”

      “Daddy.” Greyson laughs loudly, shaking his head. “Mud can’t get stuck in there. That’s just silly.”

      “Yeah, that’s the silly part of this.” Collin snorts, clearly amused by his son. My defenses lower as they walk away happily.

      “Duncan,” Maggie calls, gaining his attention. “It’s getting close to dinner time. Where are your brothers? Did they get my message from earlier?”

      Duncan pulls a cell phone out of his pocket and presses a few buttons before nodding and turning to his mom. “They’re all working for the most part. We got your message about the new situation, and they said they would come home as soon as they can. Most are working late or have plans tonight, though. We’ll probably see them tomorrow. The only two that are wild cards are Lochlan and Dom. They’re up to their ears in work and haven’t answered my messages. I have no idea if they know what’s up.”

      Maggie simply nods as if she expected his response. I notice she didn’t ask about any sisters, and I wonder if all of their children are boys. “Okay then, Parker, why don’t you go get settled into your room? Duncan can show you the way again.”

      Duncan nods eagerly. “Right this way, Parker.”

      I follow him back up the stairs, not bothering to admit I don’t need his help. I don’t want to be rude to him by telling him I remember the way. Once at the door to the guest room, Duncan motions to a door at the end of the hall.

      “That’s the bathroom,” he informs me, then blushes slightly and rubs the back of his neck in a nervous gesture. “I, uh, I’m sorry, but you have to share with me and Austyn. My parents have their own bathroom. Besides theirs, there are only two other bathrooms that can be shared between the four, now five, of us living at home. Greyson and Talen share the other one. Trust me when I say you’re better off sharing with Austyn and me than with those two. Of course, you should probably keep an eye out for Talen. If he finds a chance to steal this bathroom, he will. He likes the shower better.”

      I nod my understanding. “Thanks.”

      He smiles softly and strolls a few feet away from me before turning back around quickly as if a thought suddenly occurred to him. “If you need anything, Parker, just say so. I’m more than happy to help in any way I can.”

      I blink at him a few times, allowing his words to process. He waits patiently for me to respond. When nothing intelligent comes to mind, I simply thank him again in a whisper.

      Duncan smiles brightly, his whole face lighting up. Duncan turns without another word and heads back down the hall. I wait until he rounds the corner before entering the room.

      Unpacking my bag takes only ten minutes. I own next to nothing, which makes moving around really easy. A few pairs of jeans, some second-hand shirts, and a pair of sneakers make up my wardrobe. Once done folding my things and putting them in the top drawer of a large dresser, I stash the bag in the far corner of the walk-in closet and sit down on the end of the queen-sized bed. I assume Maggie and Collin want to talk to Rebecca without me around, but now I find myself at a loss as to what to do. Part of me wants to eavesdrop, but I decide to stay put until they come for me.

      On more than one occasion, I’ve been forced to stay in my room for long periods of time. This room is the first one I wouldn’t mind never leaving. Lying back, I sigh slightly as my body melts into the soft bed. The room smells like lemons and summer. My lips twitch with a small smile as I inhale deeply and snuggle into the yellow and white quilt. I decide to close my eyes for a few minutes while I wait.
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      My eyes snap open, and I sit up quickly. It takes me a moment to remember where I am, but the events of earlier hit me all at once. I jump off the clean, soft bed. A quick glance out the overly large, curtained window tells me I fell asleep for a lot longer than I meant to. With no watch or clock, there’s no way of knowing the time, but the pitch black sky tells me plenty.

      Obviously, no one came to find me after Rebecca, Collin, and Maggie talked earlier. They probably didn’t want me to join their family for dinner. It isn’t anything new to me. Eating a meal with the people I stay with is a rare occasion. I’m not part of these families; I’m not their real child. There’s no reason for me to participate in their family activities.

      With a tired sigh, I decide to sneak from my room to find a clock and raid the fridge. I almost always eat my meals at night when everyone sleeps. No one grumbles at me if I sneak my food and eat alone. I may give myself a quick tour of the house and find out what areas to avoid. Slowly, I tip-toe to the door of the bedroom, careful of each footstep and noting any squeaky spots. It wouldn’t make a good impression if I wake the household. Once to the door, I flip on the light and turn the handle; pulling it with painful slowness to be sure it doesn’t make any noise.

      Breathing a quiet sigh of relief when the door doesn’t cause any problems, I silently make my way into the hall, closing the door part way, and heading toward the staircase. Turning the corner, I freeze in place when a giant, shadowy figure at the top of the stairs catches my eye.

      I hold my breath, wish myself invisible, and try to come up with a plan to sneak back to my room unnoticed. I don’t know if this person lives here or broke in, but strolling over and asking him seems like a bad idea. Of course, my wish of invisibility doesn’t come true, and the figure stops suddenly when I try to take a small step backward. Without waiting to find out what the guy- or monster- wants, I turn on my heel and run back the way I came. Not my best idea, but in my panicked state, I don’t have a better plan. Luckily, I turned the light in my room on. It guides the way down the dark hall. As I rush to my room, I try to come up with some kind of plan for when I make it back. The only thing I can think of is jumping out the window.

      When I reach my room, I push the door slightly open, slip in, and turn to close it. Before I can, I notice the monstrous guy coming after me a good deal faster than anticipated, and my panic intensifies. My heart hammers so hard in my chest I wonder if he can hear it. My breathing becomes labored and my hands tingle. The guy must be some kind of mass murderer, and he wants to chop me up because I spotted him. No normal person would rush after someone with such determination. Rather than wasting time shutting the door, I hurry to the window and throw it open. A screen slows down my terrible plan of jumping two stories. The giant serial killer rushes into the room before I can pop the screen out.

      “What the fucking hell do you think you’re doing?” He roars, towering over me as I cower against the window.

      My body shakes, and I try my best to fight off the panic attack taking over. What a terrible time for crippling fear to set in. From the corner of my eye, I notice something shiny on the desk beside us. I grab it and thank my lucky stars it appears semi sharp.

      “Back up or I’ll... I’ll hurt you,” I threaten. Of course, my threat comes out about as scary as a kitten’s meow, but it does the trick. Sort of. The crazy killer guy backs away a step, his eyes darting from my face to the object in my hand. My focus goes to the object as well, and I cringe when I realize I picked up a ruler.

      The giant smirks when he notices my weapon of choice. The second he figures out I’m virtually defenseless, he reaches around his back. Shutting my eyes tight, I decide right then I don’t want to know what he might be reaching for. “Lochlan!” A slightly familiar voice shouts from behind the giant.

      My eyes pop open to find the giant pulling a phone out of his pocket and glancing over his shoulder at the same time. I nearly faint when the gun in his other hand catches my attention. “I was about to call Dad. We have an issue,” he explains to Duncan, who steps further into the room.

      “You’re damn right we do!” Duncan hollers, placing himself between me and the psychopath. “Are you seriously holding her at gunpoint? What is wrong with you?”

      My breathing becomes uncontrollable at this point, and my entire body tingles as my vision blurs. An uncontrollable panic attack sets in, causing my heart to beat erratically and my chest to tighten painfully.

      “Parker, I need you to take a deep breath for me.” Duncan’s voice floats through the fog taking over my mind. “Breathe in deep, and then let it out nice and slow. You can do it.”

      I try to comply with his request and fill my lungs. It takes a few failed attempts before I finally pull in enough air to clear my vision. After a few additional slow, deep breaths, I’m breathing somewhat normally. When my focus returns, Duncan stands in front of me. His presence helps to calm me. He appears pleased with my ability to follow his instructions, pulling in more deep breaths and letting them out slowly. A small smile graces his lips, easing my panic further.

      “You’re doing perfect, Parker,” Duncan encourages, slowly placing a gentle hand on my forearm.

      His touch brings my attention to my hand, finding it still wrapped around the ruler in a death grip. I loosen my grip, allowing the ruler to drop to the floor, then shake my hand a little to ease the hurt of the ruler’s indent.

      “What the fuck, Duncan?” The giant’s deep voice now softer as he steps back a bit and tilts his head, a confused frown on his handsome face.

      For the moment, the guy isn’t trying to chop me up or shoot me; I take a second to allow my eyes to roam over him. He stands well over two heads taller than me with milk chocolate brown eyes and dark buzzed hair. A light smattering of stubble decorates his jaw. His short sleeved, dark grey shirt shows off extensive tattoos on his olive skin. A black leather belt loops around his black jeans, and from his new angle, I notice a gun holster with his gun now back inside, attached to the belt on his right side. When he crosses his giant tattooed arms over his massive chest the muscles bulging terrify me. A few more minutes without Duncan coming to my rescue, and this guy would have smashed me like a bug even without his gun. All he needs to do is use his pinky and flick me, and I’d be a goner. His strong jaw and thick lips are set in a scowl as he waits impatiently for Duncan to answer him.

      Duncan straightens up and turns to the giant, still keeping himself in front of me. “Lochlan, this is Parker. She’s the girl mom texted you about. Parker, this is Lochlan. He won’t hurt you, I promise. He’s my brother.”

      I peek around Duncan and find Lochlan with a slightly guilty expression as he watches me closely. “I didn’t get her message. My phone’s been turned off all day,” he admits, his scowl coming back and any trace of guilt disappearing. “No one bothered to call the office and mention a new kid?”

      “Yeah, mom did earlier today. You just didn’t get the message apparently. Rebecca brought her over earlier today, and she isn’t a kid.” Duncan turns around and smiles softly at me. “You’re seventeen, right?”

      I glance at Lochlan then back to Duncan. “Uh, for another month I am,” I admit, only half paying attention to Duncan. A big part of me wants to pick the ruler up and throw it at Lochlan for calling me a kid. Being short means I get mistaken for a younger child a lot. It irritates the hell out of me.

      “Good job trying to kill the girl, Lochlan,” a new male voice calls from the doorway to the room.

      It takes me by surprise, and I let out a squeak, stepping back into the wall. When did another guy show up, and why do they keep coming into my room? The new guy comes into view, and I check him over as he stands casually behind Lochlan and Duncan. His hands rest in the pockets of his black jeans. He wears a short-sleeve, grey shirt, same as Lochlan. I notice he also wears a gun on his side, and I can only hope the two of them work together on the side of good. Though with my luck, they’re probably criminals, and the serial numbers on their guns have been filed off to avoid identification. Probably time to stop watching crime shows.

      The new guy and Duncan stand close to the same height, about a head taller than me. His eyes glow a honey caramel brown. His messy dark brown hair makes me want to run my fingers through it to fix it. The idea surprises me, and I turn away from him in case he can read minds or something.

      The new guy clears his throat, and my eyes dart back to his honey ones. He smirks slightly, and I know he caught my blush as I checked him over. I duck my head and cross my arms around my stomach.

      “Oh, sorry.” Duncan chuckles. “Parker, this is Dominic. I didn’t know you came in with Lochlan, Dom. This is Parker. Though, I think you heard me introducing her to Lochlan.”

      “Yeah, we both finished up our paperwork at the office around the same time,” Dominic explains, his intense eyes still trained on me.

      “Right, well Parker was asleep for dinner, and I’m sure you two haven’t eaten anything good since you started working that case, so how about we all go to the kitchen for something to eat before we get to bed?” Duncan suggests, but doesn’t wait for an answer before heading out of the room. Lochlan watches me expectantly for a few seconds, clearly waiting for something. Rocking back on my heels, I simply stare at him. What does he want me to do? Is he making sure I don’t get the ruler and go after him or something? Perhaps he doesn’t want me to go downstairs with them like Duncan suggested. I don’t truly care what he wants, but I don’t want him pulling out his gun again.

      Dominic’s deep chuckle pulls my attention away from Lochlan. “He’s waiting for you to go first. His manners are impeccable, don’t you think?”

      I snort, trying to keep a laugh in. Lochlan glares at Dominic, clearly not amused by him.

      Dominic ignores him, stepping out of the way of the door. “Ladies first,” he offers gesturing to the door.

      “Erm, thanks,” I mutter, hurrying past them to catch up with Duncan. I don’t want to stick around and watch the awkward tension between Dominic and Lochlan. Before I fully walk out of earshot, I overhear Dominic whispering to Lochlan. “Was she really going to try and defend herself with a ruler? It’s not even metal.”

      Duncan beats us all to the kitchen. When I arrive, the leftover spaghetti he placed in the microwave spins in circles as it heats up. He grabs four bowls and sets them on the island, in front of the stools. Lochlan and Dominic each sit on a stool, waiting for Duncan to finish heating the food. When he sets the large container of hot spaghetti on the island they dish out some for themselves. Duncan chooses to lean against the island across from Dominic and Lochlan while he eats. Dominic adds some to the bowl next to him. He pats the stool in front of the bowl he filled while glancing at me then goes back to his food. My feet won’t move; all I can do is gape at them.

      Duncan being the first to notice my confusion stops eating. He stands up straight and eyes me with concern. “What’s the matter? Do you not like spaghetti? I bet we have something else you would like.”

      Lochlan harrumphs and rolls his eyes. “Let me guess,” he growls, turning his narrowed eyes to me. “You only eat organic foods and never carbs? Or maybe just vegan crap?”

      “No, I love spaghetti,” I assure Duncan, ignoring Lochlan’s rude comment. “But don’t you think they saved this for their kids?”

      “We are their kids,” Dominic mutters through a giant bite of noodles. “Did you really think we were intruders just chilling in the kitchen, using the microwave?”

      “No,” I growl, focusing a glare on Lochlan and pointing my finger his way. “I thought he was an axe murderer but Duncan calling him by name cleared that up for me.”

      “Jokes on you,” Dominic quips. “He doesn’t have an axe.”

      “Lucky me,” I mutter, shaking my head and attempting to hide my grin. “Seriously, though. Shouldn’t we save this for their real kids?”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Lochlan shouts, dropping his fork into his bowl and turning his body toward me.

      Jumping back a step, I put my hands up defensively. “Holster your gun, Yosemite Sam. I just meant their biological kids. You know, their real kids.”

      “You don’t consider adopted children to be real kids?” Duncan asks, tilting his head and scrunching his brow in genuine confusion.

      Shrugging, I chew on my thumb nail, a bad habit I need to work on. “It’s just the way it is. People have their real kids, the ones they want. Then they have the kids like me.”

      “Kids like you?” Dominic repeats, clearly as confused as Duncan.

      Nodding my head, I shuffle my feet awkwardly. They clearly don’t understand the way things work. “Foster kids,” I explain, frowning at my shoes. These guys must be the real kids if they find it necessary to ask. “The kids they get paid to deal with. Foster parents don’t actually want the kids like me, the foster kids. They put up with us because of the check they get . We aren’t their real kids, so they don’t want us around. We aren’t part of their families.”

      “Okay, seriously,” Dominic prods, leaning around Lochlan to watch me better. “Where did you hear that crock of shit from?”

      “I didn’t hear it, I lived it,” I assure him with a shrug.

      Duncan sighs sadly. “Parker, this isn’t their food,” he promises, putting air quotes around the word their. “It belongs to everyone in the house, including you.”

      “I’ve fallen for this trick before.” I shake my head and move slowly toward the stairs with narrowed eyes.

      Lochlan raises a brow, clearly amused. “What trick?”

      “You offer the good stuff, promising it's all fine with the parents. I eat it and get in a load of trouble for your entertainment.” I take another step back. “Either that, or you’re about to offer me some kind of messed up deal in exchange for this food, and I’m not doing anything like that. So, either way, if I eat the food, I’m out of luck. I’d rather find something in the fridge that they won’t miss and munch on it.”

      “Jesus,” Dominic mutters, running his hands through his dark hair. “That’s some fucked up logic, Muñeca.” Briefly, I wonder what he called me, but brush the thought aside.

      Duncan nods his agreement with Dominic. “All you have to do is eat what you want, Parker. You don’t have to do anything else. You never, ever, have to do anything you don’t want to do. As far as a trick, we wouldn’t trick you into something like that.”

      “Even Lochlan isn’t that much of an asshole,” Dominic grins.

      Lochlan elbows him in the ribs, earning a muted grunt from Dominic. “He’s right, though. Even I wouldn’t do something that fucked up.”

      I don’t believe them. The world doesn’t work this way in my experience. But my stomach grumbles with hunger, and if they say they aren’t asking anything of me right now, then I may as well take the food and risk pissing off Maggie and Collin when they find out. “If you say so.”

      Walking awkwardly around Lochlan and Dominic, I take a seat in front of the bowl Dominic filled for me and dig in.

      Dominic and Duncan finish their bowls as Lochlan fills his again with seconds. I glance down at his seemingly flat stomach and I wonder where he puts it all. It’s kind of shocking he can fit it all in his stomach. Then again being incredibly massive he may need more food than most people.

      Dominic comes up beside me, startling me out of my internal musings. He points to my bowl and lifts a brow. “Are you finished eating, or do you want more?”

      I glance at the empty bowl in shock. I meant to take my time eating, but it tasted amazing. It wasn’t just noodles and plain sauce. Whoever made it added meat, garlic, onions, and crushed tomatoes. I’d love to thank the chef. I suspect Collin made it since he was chopping up tomatoes earlier when I arrived. Part of me wants to accept Dominic’s offer for more, but it would make me sick from overeating.

      Duncan seems to notice my inner debate because he leans against the counter, resting on his elbows and smiles his calming smile at me. “There isn’t much left in the big bowl. How about we put what’s left in a small container with your name on it so you can eat the rest when you’re hungry again?”

      I nod gratefully, though surely someone else will find it before I become hungry again. It’s a nice gesture on his part either way. I move to clear my spot, but Dominic grabs my bowl and fork for me. I blink in surprise at his kindness. These guys are nicer than any other guys I’ve had to live with. Even Lochlan isn’t too bad thus far, aside from the whole attempted murder incident. Things are sure to change soon, but I like it for now.

      Once he’s finished cleaning the kitchen, Duncan turns around to face us. He leans on the counter as he peers up at Lochlan and Dominic. “Are you guys staying the night here? It’s kind of late to go home.”

      “Yeah, we stopped here because it’s a little closer, and we were too tired to drive all the way home. Plus, I thought dad might have cooked his famous spaghetti since it’s Thursday. After that meal and the horrible work week we had, I could sleep for a few days right about now.” Dominic emphasizes his point with a big yawn before heading toward the stairs. He stops in the entry of the kitchen and turns to gaze at me. “It’s good to meet you, Parker. I’ll probably see you tomorrow.”

      “It’s been, um, interesting,” I offer, trying my best not to sound like a brat.

      He chuckles and shakes his head as he turns around and continues on to the stairs. Lochlan gives me a grunt of some kind before heading out of the room after Dominic. I can only guess what he meant by it. Either “screw you, Parker”, or “see you tomorrow, it’s been lovely to meet you”. If I had money, it would be on the former.

      Duncan waits for me to stand before gesturing for me to follow him up the stairs. He gives me a quiet good night at the doorway to my room, then heads off to his room. This might actually be the strangest night of my life. I don’t know what to make of this family.

    

  

OEBPS/images/ll-literary-services_square_small.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image2.jpg






