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Please note this book has dark moments throughout. There is going to be bullying, physical assault, and other violent acts from the main female character’s bullies. She will also relive moments of trauma she suffered in her past. While I might not go into extreme detail with any of these past memories, please do not read if this will be any sort of trigger for you. Past memories will include being beaten by an adult, sexual assault, being locked in a closet, starved, locked outside no matter what the weather was, and being homeless for approximately six months with nowhere to hide from the monsters after her. 

Other possible trigger warnings:

Please note this book may contain the following trigger warnings: sexual assault/rape, kidnapping, mental abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, swearing, sex, drinking, drug use, and other trauma. Please read knowing there’s a chance you’ll see these in this book. 

*This does NOT mean you will find any or all of these possible triggers in this book. It is just a warning of any possibilities to see this in the pages as you read. 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Dedication

[image: image]




To Kim. You have spent countless hours with me on developing these characters and helped me get the books going where I want them to go. Thank you will never be enough for your help, laughter, talks, and everything else. Kendrik will always be your guy! 
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Secrets have come to light. Things that will change our lives forever. With the new information we've learned, decisions need to be made. Tough decisions. These aren't the only secrets we uncover.

Adjustments are made by all as our lives change. With a new member of the family, our schedules change and even more decisions need to be made. Especially when it comes to our future and how I move forward. 

Zander, Hendrix, and Kendrik are busier than ever. Ceremonies, meetings, new business ventures, and determining the fate of current business ventures take up their time. However their priorities have shifted and changed.

Not everything remains good. We're learning people we're supposed to trust are full of betrayal. One remaining threat also needs to be dealt with. I'm not sure we'll come out of this chapter of our lives unscathed. 
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Hey everyone!

The Grand Ridge University is a new, darker trilogy from me. You might have read a different version of this story in an anthology that was released at the beginning of this year. If so, you’ll find a lot of things have changed between the two versions of the story. Please, read the trigger warning before proceeding with this book. 

Also, there will be a short Christmas story, entitled Oakliegh’s First Christmas in an anthology called Once Upon A Christmas. King’s Court will have to be read before reading that short story if you want to understand what’s going on with the characters and why things are the way they are. 

New Reign is the last book in this trilogy. The reading order for these books should be as follows:

King’s Court

Oakliegh’s First Christmas

Queen’s Gamble

New Reign

Thank you for everything and I hope you enjoy this new world and the characters taking it over!

Erin
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Kendrik

TODAY IS SOMETHING I’m both dreading and looking forward to all at once. After my dad showed up at the performance and apologized back stage, I haven’t really seen him. For all I know, he could have changed his mind about everything and will be back to trying to force me to go back to school for my law degree. It won’t ever happen, but I can see him trying to force the issue. It’s how he’s always been and what he’s done for as long as I can remember. My father sees one path in life for me and there’s nothing else he cares about. I guess my grandfather did the same thing to him and can see why he’d want the same for me, but it’s not going to happen. I’m not my dad and will fight for what I want. Music is something I love to make and that’s what I’m going to be doing. I don’t give a shit who doesn’t like it. Oakliegh and the guys understand my love and passion for music and support me completely. They’re the only ones who matter at the end of the day. 

Pulling up to my father’s house, I park in front of the garage and take a minute to just sit in my car and breathe. Whatever happens when I walk through that front door will determine the future relationship I have with my father. I’ll either be leaving here today knowing I’ll never talk to him again unless absolutely necessary, or we’ll begin to form a solid relationship we’ve never had before. Personally, I’m not sure which way I’m hoping things go. I’ve never had a good relationship with my dad, so I’m really not expecting much to change about our situation. Everything depends on the next few minutes. Steeling my spine, I finally get out of my car and slowly head for the front door of my parent’s house. 

Before I can get to the door, my father is there, flinging the door wide open with a large smile on his face. He’s never once greeted me with a smile on his face before. I want to return it, but I’m still not sure where this is all leading. 

“Kendrik, it’s good to see you, son,” my father greets me, standing back so I can enter the house. “I’ve got lunch set up out back on the patio. Let’s eat while we talk.”

“Sounds good to me,” I return, again knowing this is something my father has never done with me before. 

I follow behind my father as we make our way to the patio out back. One of the tables is set and filled with an array of food for us to eat. It all looks amazing and my stomach rumbles with hunger since I didn’t eat breakfast. I was too nervous to eat before coming over here. Plus, I wanted to spend some time with Huxley and Oakliegh. So, I laid in bed with them this morning. 

“How’s my granddaughter doing?” my father asks, filling his plate with a few different things as I wait my turn to do the same. 

“She gets bigger every damn day. Huxley is amazing,” I tell him, not knowing how to put into words the love I have for my daughter. 

“How’s Oakliegh adjusting to everything?” 

“She’s fucking amazing. Everything she does is for our baby girl. She barely sleeps because she’s worried she won’t hear Huxley waking up or that something will happen if she closes her eyes for more than a few minutes at a time. We’re working on getting her to sleep more,” I answer him honestly. 

“I was the same way with you when you first came home. Your mom would sleep when you did, but I stayed up. During the first few weeks you were home with us, I maybe got an hour or two of sleep a day. Some days, there wasn’t even time enough for that. Between work, being there for your mom, and making sure you were okay, I didn’t know how to sleep in case something happened to you when we weren’t paying attention,” my father admits something I never knew.

We both take a few minutes to eat some of the food that’s been prepared for our lunch today. I’m trying to wrap my head around the fact that my father actually lost sleep because he was worried about me. It doesn’t make sense with how he’s treated me for as long as I can remember. If I’m being honest, it’s the complete opposite of what I’d ever imagine him doing when it comes to me. 

“Kendrik, I need to apologize again. I know it’s so hard to break into the music industry in any way. Being a lawyer means you’d have a steady job, money coming in all the time, and you wouldn’t have to worry if you were going to make it. It takes a certain type of person to truly make a name for themselves in the music industry. I didn’t want you to have to fight for something and not have it work out for you. So, I pushed you in the direction I wanted you to go and didn’t take a second to think about how you’d feel about things. That was wrong of me and if I had only taken a few minutes to see what you were doing and how talented you truly are, I’d have known how wrong I was about forcing your hand,” my father says, pushing his half full plate of food away from him. “If Oakliegh hadn’t confronted me that day, I’d still be living with my head under a damn rock. She told me I was running out of chances to have a relationship with you and I know she’s not wrong. I was pushing you away and making you hate me all so I could get my way.”

“For so long, I let you push me in the direction you wanted me to go in. I didn’t want to rock the boat or get lectured by you because my dreams for my future didn’t match up with yours. Instead of sitting down with you, I fought back and it didn’t help the rift that was growing between us. All I ever wanted was for you to see me. To see what I was doing with music and know how much it means to me. Instead of showing you what I do, I hid it from the world because I didn’t want to disappoint you. Oakliegh was the first person I sang in front of. She looked at me with so much awe and wonder, I knew it wasn’t meant to be hidden from the world anymore. I couldn’t keep hiding myself from the world,” I tell my dad, not sure if I’m explaining things correctly to him. 

I’ve had performances over the years, but I never sang a song. Especially not one I’d written. I would play guitar or piano while someone else sang the words I’d poured my heart and soul into. The day she sang in front of me for the first time while I played along with her, is the first day I realized I had to do more if I wanted people to take me seriously with my music.

“If I’ve learned anything in this entire situation, it’s that I’ve not only underestimated you and your talent, but I underestimated Oakliegh as well. She makes the three of you better in ways I never imagined I’d see happen. Oakliegh’s given you a confidence I’ve never seen. You’ve always been quiet and reserved. Especially when you were with Zander and Hendrix. It was like you were letting them shine while you were content to sit back and let the shadows consume you so they could be in the spotlight. That’s not the life I ever wanted for you. 

“With Oakliegh in your life, you step up more and take a little bit of that spotlight for yourself, Kendrik. You’re no longer content to sit in the shadows and let life pass you by. She makes you smile and laugh, protects you when someone needs to hear how wrong they’re being toward you, and I know she’ll only make sure you stand out when you’d rather hide away and let everyone else take the glory. The four of you have a bright future together and it’s all because you took a chance on Oakliegh and helped her heal while letting her heal the damaged parts of you I caused,” my father tells me, a look of awe on his face as he tells me the truth as he sees it. “Now, what I want to know is what your plans with music are moving forward. Have you thought about which road you’re going to take?” 

“I have thought about it. More than almost anything else. I’m not a singer and don’t want to be out on tour more often than being home with my family. That’s never been something I’ve wanted. So, I’m going to be opening up a recording studio. I want to be the guy who puts albums together and lets singers know what needs work on. I’m also going to be writing songs for artists as well. I’ve already sold more than a few songs to some bands and solo artists over the last few years. The song Oakliegh and I performed at the school was one I’d written,” I tell my father feeling the excitement about my studio filling me completely. 

“You’ve already sold songs you’ve written?” my dad questions me, shock filling his face. 

“I have. A few are pretty popular on the charts right now. I don’t make a big deal out of it and don’t accept any credit for them. I mean I get paid and my name is in the credits, but that’s because it’s what has to happen. Other than that, I remain in the background and let the artist or band take my song and make it their own. That’s what I want to help other artists do when I open my studio. I want to be the guy behind the scenes, helping a band or artist find their sound and learn how they want their career to go. I’m not about putting on restrictions or making someone conform to how I feel a song or music should sound. That’s not what it’s about for me. I know other studios and labels rule over everything an artist who signs with them does, that’s not how I’m going to be running things at my place though,” I tell him, filling him in on a small part of my plans for the future. 

“Have you already put plans together for a recording studio? Will it be in Grand Ridge?” my father asks, starting to eat his lunch once again. 

“I have everything planned out already. The studio will be attached to the house. We’re putting an addition for it on the back. I’ll have access to the house from the studio, but no one will be allowed to go in our home. No one will invade Oakliegh and Huxley’s space for any reason. I’ve got everything planned out so my girls will be safe and I can remain close to them when I’m not at work for the family. Though, a portion of the funds from my studio will be put back into the family business. I’ve got everything in the studio we’ll need and it’s going to be amazing. Oakliegh has fallen in love with the plans for the studio and what it’s going to look like once it’s finished.”

“So you’ve got everything planned out and know what has to be done?” my father asks, showing more interest in something I love than he ever has before. 

“I do. I’ve done all the research and actually took a tour of a few studios thanks to all the calls I’ve been getting since the performance. Performing has never been an interest of mine as I said before. I love the behind the scenes work and writing songs to get all the feelings out in the world. Songs can convey so many different things and there’s a song for almost every occasion and things people are going through. There’s so much the four of us have gone through and I’ve been working on a few songs getting all that shit out too. Especially for Oakliegh. I’d love to get her in the studio, but she has no interest in performing or starting a career as a singer even if she’d make a killing doing it,” I answer my dad, a genuine smile on my face. 

For the first time, there’s no tension between us as we sit and talk while enjoying a meal together. If I’m being honest, I never thought the two of us would be in a room together with no fighting or angst filling the air around us. This is something I’ve dreamed of having with my dad and it’s because of Oakliegh I now get to be here with him and not feel as if I’m walking a tightrope to not cause waves. Fighting with my father isn’t something I enjoy and would do everything in my power to avoid. It’s just not something I ever believed we’d have between the two of us. 

We finish our meal in comfortable silence, only speaking every now and then about things going on in our lives. I even end up showing him the latest pictures of Huxley I’ve taken. I’m not lying when I say she grows and changes on a daily basis. Our little girl is the center of our universe and I plan on capturing every damn moment I can. My father gushes over Huxley in the pictures and I know he’s dying to see her. 

“Why don’t you stop over tomorrow and spend some time with Huxley? I’m sure Oakliegh wouldn’t mind and you can see for yourself how much she’s already grown,” I invite my dad over, knowing a few weeks ago this isn’t something I would have done. 

“I’d like that. Call me in the morning and let me know what time. I’ll make it happen no matter what’s going on. Kendrik, I know there’s nothing I can do to change the past and the horrible things I’ve said to you. I plan on doing everything in my power to make it up to you though. And I want to be there for Huxley as much as you guys will let me,” my dad says as our plates and the food is cleared away. 

“I’d like that, Dad. We’re gonna move forward and work on repairing our relationship. Huxley deserves to have you in her life and I don’t want to stand in the way of that.”

“To moving forward,” my dad says, raising his glass of water as I raise mine. “Now, let me see these plans for the studio. I’m curious about what goes into creating a recording studio and how everything works.”

I head out to my car to get the plans for the studio. With the table cleared off, I spread them out between us and point out everything to my dad. He asks all sorts of questions showing me he’s more than a little interested in what I’ll be doing with my life. We spend over an hour looking over everything and me answering all of his questions. Before I leave my parent’s house, I let him listen to a few of the songs I’ve written and sold to other people. To see the pride on my father’s face makes today one of the best days I’ve ever had with him. It’s definitely a first for the two of us. 

By the time I leave the house, I can’t stop smiling about the few hours I spent with my father today. It’s something Oakliegh made happen and I have no clue what to do to show her how much I love her giving me this gift. Because a relationship with my father truly is a gift. We’ll more than likely still butt heads and get into arguments about things, but it won’t ever be about my future again. He’s firmly on board with me doing this and making sure everything is a success moving forward. 

Now, the only thing on my mind is getting home to spend time with my girls. Oakliegh and Huxley are the most important parts of my life and everything else comes second to them. We’ve all been there for them no matter what’s going on and I plan on making sure it’s something we always do. Oakliegh and Huxley will know we love and cherish them every fucking day we get to spend with them. Neither one will ever have to wonder if we’re going to come home to spend time with them, love them, or want to be where they are. We’re going to show them every fucking day how much they mean to us. 
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Oakliegh

LEAVING THE HOUSE is the last thing I want to do today for several reasons. One of the main ones being it’s the first time we’ve all left Huxley with anyone other than one of us. Harper is staying at our house with our daughter so we can go to the courthouse. She’s got Judge with her to make sure nothing happens to them while we’re gone. Another huge reason is what’s happening today. After years of being tormented and treated like shit by Mr. and Mrs. Powers, I finally get to battle the demons they’ve caused me to carry around on a daily basis. Mrs. Powers’ trial has been going on and I’ve avoided it up to this point. However, today I have to testify against her and it’s the last thing I want to be doing. I want her to pay for her crimes, but I don’t want to relive everything she put me through when I was in her care. The people who need to know do and now a ton of strangers will also know how much I suffered at her hands. They’ll know how much many of us have suffered because of Mrs. Powers. The fucking monster!

Kendrik didn’t get in trouble for taking out Mr. Powers. It was ruled self-defense. I’m not sure how they managed to pull that off with all the bodies filling the Powers’ home, but my men did. I’m glad they did because it means Huxley gets her daddies with her and I don’t have to visit my men in prison. Plus, they got a fucking monster off the streets and no one has to live in fear of him coming after them in retaliation for speaking up about his crimes or any other reason he manages to find in his sick and twisted mind. 

“Baby girl, let’s head out,” Hendrix says, walking up to me and wrapping an arm around my shoulders while pulling me into his side as he looks down at his daughter. “I’ll see you in a little while, sweet angel.”

Hendrix bends down to press a kiss against Huxley’s forehead and I swear she smiles up at one of her daddies. After giving her my own kiss, I hand our daughter off to my best friend. Harper pulls me into a tight hug while managing not to squish the baby between our bodies. 

“Go kick that bitches fucking ass on the stand, Oak. Take your time and you know I’m here for you when you get back. I’ll hold you while you cry and today will be the first day in knowing that bitch can’t ever get close to you again,” Harper says, trying to hype me up for what’s about to take place. 

“I’m sure I’ll take you up on that. If anything happens, call the guys. They’ll have their phones on them,” I remind her for the millionth time since she got here an hour ago. 

Hendrix leads me from the house as I continue looking over my shoulder at my daughter and best friend. Every fiber of my being is telling me to grab my daughter and hold her close. To protect her and not leave her here alone for any reason. However, I need to confront Mrs. Powers and make sure others hear my story and know what the vile bitch did to me. I will let the jury and everyone in the courtroom know everything she put me through over the years. Including everything after I moved out of their house of horrors. Erica and my guys feel it’s important for me to do this as part of my recovery and the healing process. So, I’m going to pull up my big girl panties and do this. 

I get in the front passenger seat of Zander’s new truck. He reaches over as Hendrix closes the door for me and places his hand on my thigh. They all know how nervous I am for today and we’re not even at the damn courthouse yet. Kendrik reaches up between my seat and the side of the truck to place his hand on my shoulder. Reaching up, I rest my hand against his and soak up the warmth and strength he’s offering me right now. Zander doesn’t move his hand from my thigh and only tightens his grip slightly when my body begins trembling as he drives closer to the courthouse. 

Keeping my eyes facing out the windshield of the truck, I don’t take in the scenery passing us by. It’s no different than any other time we’ve been through town, but it’s the point that I can’t take in any details because my mind is nothing but a mess with the upcoming testimony I’m about to give. 

“It’s okay to be nervous, LeeLee. I’m so fucking proud of you for going through this and making that bitch pay for what she’s done to you. We’ll be by your side until it’s time for you to take the stand. Once you get in the courtroom, we’ll be sitting as close as we can. I want you to focus on us and pretend you’re telling us your story for the first time. Don’t look at the fucking skank your talking about or anyone else in the room. Your entire focus should be on us. Let us give you our strength and be there for you until you’re done,” Zander says, knowing what today is going to cost me. 

“I’ll be okay. It’s just getting there and sharing my story. I’m not the only one who will be testifying against her. That’s what I have to keep telling myself,” I try to reassure the men surrounding me as I continue staring out the windshield. 

“You’ve got this, baby girl. When you’re done here, we’ll go home and relax with Huxley. She’ll put you in a better mood. Our sweet girl always puts you in a better mood. She’ll remind you why you’re doing this. To make sure no other child ever has to go through what you did. Oakliegh, you’re so much fuckin’ stronger than you give yourself credit for. That bitch made you stronger and it’s what I believe,” Hendrix says, placing his hand on my other shoulder in a comforting gesture. 

Zander pulls up to the courthouse and parks the truck. I don’t move until Kendrik opens my door and helps me out. He wraps his arm around my shoulders as Zander comes up to my other side and laces his fingers together with mine. Hendrix has my back as he rests his palm on my lower back and stands at our back to protect us from any potential harm coming our way. Including the reporters bombarding us. Mrs. Powers’ trial is big news and everyone wants the story. 

My head is pulled against Zander’s chest as Kendrik steps even closer to me at the side and part of the front of my body while Hendrix closes ranks at my back. Questions are shouted at me as the flash of cameras go off. Even through my closed eyes the flashes assault me. 

“Back the fuck off,” Hendrix growls out, his voice low and deadly as the sound of a scuffle alerts me to him forcing one of the reporters away from us. 

“Coming to the steps, sweet angel,” Kendrik warns me as I open my eyes so I don’t trip with all the reporters at our back still recording and snapping pictures. “We should have anticipated this shitshow and gone around the back of the courthouse.”

“It’s okay. They’re going to try and get their story one way or another. I’m sure there’s more reporters out back anticipating those here to testify against her arriving that way,” I tell him, still not moving out of their embrace. 

The door is opened for us and we’re ushered through the metal detectors and everything else before being led to a small room I’ll have to wait in until it’s time for me to testify. Everyone here for the trial will remain in separate rooms until it’s our time to go in. Unfortunately, I’m testifying last and will be waiting the longest. Then, we’ll remain here until the verdict is reached, if one’s reached today, and listen to what fate has in store for Mrs. Powers. I need to hear what’s going to happen to her and not read about it or hear it on some nightly news report. Erica agrees with me needing to hear the verdict first hand as part of my healing process. To be able to look Mrs. Powers in the eyes when she learns how much time she’ll be spending in prison. 

***
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It's been hours and I’m finally up on the stand in front of a courtroom full of people. As I look around, no one seems to be close to Mrs. Powers letting me know she has no one here for her. Only her lawyer who sits next to her at the table directly in front of me. I let my eyes rest on her for a few seconds as the evil smirk I’m so used to seeing on her face makes an appearance. She doesn’t believe I’ll go through with talking about my past under her roof. Bitch better realize I’m not the same frightened girl I was a few months ago. Ripping my eyes away from her, I look at my men. Zander gives me a soft smile, Kendrik nods his head at me, and Hendrix stares at me with eyes full of love and strength. Hendrix’ arms are folded over his chest as I focus on his physical strength, knowing there’s nothing he won’t do for me. 

“Please state your name for the record,” the state’s attorney says, standing from his table. 

“Oakliegh Vanderwalt,” I say, my voice surprisingly strong and steady as I keep my focus on my men. 

“Mrs. Vanderwalt, can you please tell us what it was like living in the home of Mrs. Powers?” the attorney says, his voice strong and commanding as I take a deep breath.

“Living in the home of Mrs. Powers is all I knew growing up. I was a newborn found in a dumpster before being rushed to the hospital. As soon as I was deemed well enough to be discharged, I was placed in the custody of Mrs. Powers. The first memory I have is being kept separate from the other children. I was forced to live in a bedroom down in the basement that was smaller than the room I was held in until coming in to take the stand. Once I could do chores, that’s all my life consisted of. I would go to school, come home, do chores, maybe take a bath, and then go back down to that small room. 

“As I got older, more and more chores were added on to my list of things to do. This included cooking for them, cleaning every room of the house, making sure the yard work was done properly and fixing whatever the landscapers didn’t do right, and anything else Mrs. Powers could think of to add on to my list of things to do. When I wasn’t at school or doing chores, I was being punished for one thing or another. Most days it felt like I would be punished for simply breathing,” I say, not going into too many details even though I know I have to.

“Objection,” Mrs. Powers’ lawyer calls out, glaring at me. 

“Overruled,” the judge immediately responds as I keep my focus on the guys. 

“Mrs. Vanderwalt, can you please go into detail about the punishments you suffered at Mrs. Powers’ hands?” the state attorney asks me. 

“There were many punishments she had for me. Once in a while I’d be locked outside for hours at a time. I wasn’t allowed to leave a certain area and I never knew when, or if, I would be let inside. It didn’t matter if it was raining, snowing, or anything else out when I was locked out of the house. Another punishment would be getting locked in a small closet. I wasn’t allowed to get out to use the bathroom or anything else. Once the door was shut and locked behind me, it didn’t open again until Mrs. Powers determined my punishment was over with. Sometimes, I’d be in there for a few hours and other times I was in there for a day or longer. It all just depended on her mood and what she believed I did wrong that day. To this day I can’t be in small, enclosed areas without getting anxious. 

“There were a few times I would be hit or pushed around by Mrs. Powers. Mr. Powers quickly put an end to that because he didn’t want any visible marks on my body so someone would come in and investigate what was going on in the house. I was never allowed new clothing or shoes. Anything I got were hand-me-downs and not in much better shape than what I was wearing before getting new things. I was constantly put down and told what a worthless piece of shit I was by Mrs. Powers. No matter what I did, nothing was ever good enough for her or her husband. Those were the tame punishments though.”

“What do you mean, tame punishments?” the state attorney questions me, furrowing his brows as he remains looking at me.

“At some point along the way, I was forced into having pictures taken of me. Pictures no child should ever have taken of them. Mrs. Powers dressed me in provocative outfits and took me in a room where Mr. Powers was set up with a camera. He would take multiple pictures of me per pose Mrs. Powers placed me in. Some days it was only one outfit and a few poses and other days it was multiple outfits and so many poses I lost count. If I cried or made any waves about the pictures being taken, Mrs. Powers would punish me in one way or another. After months of taking those pictures alone, boys in the house started being brought in to pose with me. They wore barely any clothing, if anything at all, and were made to touch me while I had to touch them in return. 

“From there, videos were made of the boys and me. I’m not sure if any of the other girls had to make the videos and have pictures taken of them. I wasn’t allowed around anyone else still. The only time I ever saw any of the other children was when the boys were brought in the room with me. Everything hurt on me after those videos were taken and I’d cry for days when I was alone in my room. I knew what was being done to me wasn’t right, but I didn’t think anyone would ever believe me when I told them what happened or what I was forced to do. It wasn’t like I had proof of what was happening behind those walls either.”

***
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“Mrs. Vanderwalt, you’ve stated under oath that you feel as if Mrs. Powers would punish you for no reason at all. Is that correct?” her attorney asks me, his beady eyes taking in as much of me as he can when I briefly look at him. 

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Can you honestly sit here and say you never did anything wrong as a child?” he returns, a smug look on his face. 

“No, I can’t say that. I didn’t do things other children didn’t do though. I would go exploring the house when no one was around, just to remain out of the small bedroom I was forced to spend so much time in,” I answer, tears filling my eyes once again as I realize this man is going to tear my words apart. 

“So, you in fact, did get punished for doing things wrong? Being places you weren’t supposed to be?” 

“Yes, that was included in the punishments I received. Though, when I would do everything I was supposed to and not explore the house, I would also get punished for just being there,” I state emphatically. 

“Why did you never object to having the pictures and videos taken of you?” Mrs. Powers attorney asks me as if a child would totally understand what was happening at that point in their life. 

“I did object. I cried when it hurt and tried to get out of the room where I was forced to change clothes or get ready. Mrs. Powers would always do my make-up and hair before anything happened. She would threaten me about what would happen if I didn’t let them take the pictures and videos. Before you ask what threats, she would tell me how I wouldn’t eat for the next week when I barely got any food at all from Mrs. Powers. I would be told how I’d be locked in the closet for longer periods of time with no food, water, bathroom, or anything else. There were also the threats of the other children getting hurt because I would force their hands to have one of them replace me in the photos and videos. I didn’t ever want another child to suffer the way I was being forced to.”

“That’s not what I asked you, is it Mrs. Vanderwalt? All I needed was an answer as to why you didn’t try harder to get out of making the videos or having pictures taken of you,” Mrs. Powers’ lawyer states.  “You’re honor, I call for you to strike what the witness just said from the record and instruct the jury to disregard her words.”

“I’m not going to be doing that today. The jury will take into account what Mrs. Vanderwalt has said. She did answer your question and anticipated a potential follow-up question you could have asked her,” the judge says, leveling the lawyer with a glare of her own. 

“I have nothing further to say,” Mrs. Powers’ attorney finally says while sitting back down in his chair as she leans over to say something to him. 

“I do have one more question for Mrs. Vanderwalt,” the state’s attorney says, standing from his chair and looking at me. “Can you please tell me about an incident that happened recently?”

“I was taken from my home by a group of men. I tried to fight back and was unable to overpower the dozen or so men who ambushed me inside my own home on the Grand Ridge University campus. Somehow I was knocked out, the details are kind of fuzzy to this day. When I came to, I was in the Powers’ home. Mrs. Powers locked me in a closet until I screamed and screamed. When she opened the door, I gave her a piece of my mind. From there I was dragged into the kitchen and tied to a chair. My family came in to save me and got into a battle with the men who took me.”

“Why were you taken by Mrs. Powers?” the attorney questions. 

“She had sealed a deal to sell me off to the highest bidder on some auction site or something. Again, I don’t know all the details. All I know is she was holding me until my new owner came to retrieve me and they got a large pay day for selling me off. I know they weren’t working alone, but I’m unsure who put everything together. She also had a man following me around to gather information on me so she could threaten those closest to me. All so I’d comply with the demands she put in emails sent to me. A website was also created against me. Some of the pictures her husband took of me over the years were on the site to prove what a slut I was or something along those lines,” I answer as more tears course down my face. 

Rage covers the face of my men as I keep my gaze locked on them. Even them hearing the story and details again is enough to set them off. My guys won’t get over this shit any time soon and I can’t say I blame them. I’ll live with these memories for the rest of my life. It’s hard for me, but hard for them too. Zander, Kendrik, and Hendrix feel as if they didn’t do enough to protect me or keep me safe. Hearing me speak today is only another reminder of them failing to do their job. At least in their eyes. In fact, they’re the ones who saved me in countless ways. Not just by getting me out of the situation and dealing with whatever Mrs. Powers was doing to me, but by being there for me after I was with them once more. By going to talk to me with Erica or just listening to me speak about what was going on inside my head when I couldn’t keep it locked inside another second. 

I’m asked a few more questions and respond with answers before being let off the stand. The judge lets the jury go deliberate after hearing the closing statements from both attorneys. I remain sitting with my men in the courtroom with a few others who used to live in the Powers’ home. We watch on as Mrs. Powers is removed from the courtroom by the bailiff and taken to a holding cell or something. I don’t know or care where she is as long as I don’t have to see her.

***
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“Baby girl, wake up,” Hendrix gently wakes me up as I lean heavily against his warm, strong body. “The jury is comin’ back in with a verdict or somethin’.”

Instantly I’m awake and alert as the men and women making up the jury file back in the courtroom and take their seats. Mrs. Powers is led back in the room and led to her seat at the table on the opposite side of the room from me. She glares in our direction before sitting down. 

“Men and women of the jury, were you able to reach a verdict?” the judge asks once the room has calmed down. 

“We were, your honor,” an older woman states, standing from her seat and holding out a piece of paper in her hand. 

One of the bailiffs takes the paper and heads straight to the judge as we all look on. My entire body is trembling with the thoughts swirling through my head. I have no clue what anyone else said when they testified against the woman who was supposed to protect us, care about us. I don’t want to know what was said in this courtroom if I’m honest with myself. Knowing how much I suffered is more than enough for me to live with. If I knew the amount of pain and suffering inflicted on everyone else who lived under their roof, I don’t know if I’d be able to handle it all. I’ve learned it’s not my burden to bear though. We all have to live with what was done to us and can’t blame ourselves for what others were put through. 

“Madam foreman, would you please read the verdict as you have come to a decision in the case against Mrs. Powers?” the judge finally speaks, drawing my attention back to the courtroom and out of my head. 

Kendrik and Hendrix hold my hands tight as Zander places his hand on my shoulder around Kendrik’s body. They’re all lending me the strength as we hear Mrs. Powers’ fate. She’s found guilty on all charges brought against her. the relief flooding me only causes my body to tremble harder as tears slide down my face. Mrs. Powers’ cry of outrage fills the room, echoing off the walls as she turns in her seat to glare at me. The sound of the judge slamming her gavel in front of her as she tries to bring order to the courtroom. I sit in silence as I let the words of the jury woman sink in my mind and take root. 

“Mrs. Powers, you will be sentenced for your charges in two day’s time. In the meantime, you will be remanded to the county jail. I will also let you know what prison you’ll be heading to at the time of your sentencing. Furthermore, I am issuing a no contact restraining order for all the victims who testified here today. You will not have any contact with them by any means, including a third party. All of your communication will be monitored even more than normal to ensure you have no contact with the young, brave men and women who spoke up about your crimes against them here today. Court is recessed,” the judge speaks as my men all stand and pull me into their arms to hold my shaking body up. 

“So fuckin’ proud of you, baby girl,” Hendrix murmurs in my ear. “You did so fuckin’ good. Let’s get the fuck outta here and go home to our daughter.”

“Yes. You need to rest and be with Huxley today. That’s all you’re going to do,” Zander adds in as they lead me from the courtroom. 

On our way out of the courthouse, Zander removes his suit jacket and puts it over my head. They lead me through the crowd of reporters still waiting outside to gain any information from us as they can. Hendrix continuously barks at them to back away from me as they shout one question after another at me and others leaving the courthouse. When we get to the truck, I’m put inside the truck and the door slammed shut as the guys climb in around me. I don’t remove the coat from my head knowing the reporters are still trying to get pictures and shit for their stories. Zander pulls the truck away and when we’re halfway back home, Zander pulls the coat from my head. 

When we make it home, I don’t hesitate until I get up to the nursery and lay eyes on Huxley. She’s the reason I’ve done this. I don’t want to continue living my life in shadows and being terrified of everything around me. I want to be a strong woman my daughter can look up to and know we can overcome anything life throws our way. My guys surround me as they tell Harper what happened at court. She quietly celebrates the good news as she stands at our side and enjoys the moment with us. 
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Chapter Two
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Zander

HENDRIX, KENDRIK, AND I are meeting with our father’s today in order to discuss the ceremony and what things will look like with us taking over the family business. We’ve been putting it off with Oakliegh having our daughter and then Mrs. Powers’ trial. None of us wanted to leave her side for any reason if we didn’t have to. Yeah, we could have had the meeting with them at the house on campus, but that’s not how we do things. So, today we’re heading to my dad’s office where we can meet and discuss things with him and Mr. Montez before anything else happens moving forward. Harper and Addie are with Oakliegh and Huxley at the house and Brody and Zeke aren’t far away. They’re on campus at football practice and will head to the house as soon as it’s over with. We already know today isn’t going to be a short meeting. Not with everything we have to go over. 

As I ride and Hendrix drives us to the meeting, my mind wanders to Oakliegh. She’s been through so fucking much over the last few months and has handled it all like a damn champion. Hearing and seeing her testify against Mrs. Powers is something I’ll never be able to get out of my head. Yes, she cried while on the stand as she relived things we never want her to remember again. No one can blame her for crying as she talked about all the abuse she suffered over the years. However, she got through her testimony and helped put the evil bitch in prison where she belongs. Mrs. Powers isn’t getting out anytime soon either. While we didn’t go to the sentencing hearing, we do know she will never see the light of day as a free person again. That heinous bitch will die in prison. 

Then on a daily basis we get to watch Oakliegh become the best mom I’ve ever had the pleasure of seeing in my life. She feeds Huxley on her own since she’s breastfeeding and tries to do so much on her own. None of us let her do it all. We all try to get her out of the nursery and change her before letting Oakliegh have her. My wife is slowly learning when our daughter is sleeping it’s also the perfect time for her to take a nap or at least lay down and relax. She’s so damn exhausted and still doesn’t let it get her down or take away from what she has to do on a daily basis. Oakliegh is fucking strong as hell and doesn’t see things the way we do. I’m not sure she ever will. That’s okay, though. We’ll be there to show her on a daily basis how much we love and support her. she’ll know she doesn’t have to do a damn thing alone again. 

Kendrik and Hendrix are just as involved as I am in Huxley’s life. We all make sure to spend time with our daughter throughout the day. Even if it’s not a time to help Oakliegh with something, we still make sure to spend time with our little angel at some point throughout the day or night so we can bond with her and make sure she knows we’ll always be there for her. I don’t give a shit what we’re doing or what’s going on, our daughter, any other children we have, and Oakliegh will always come first. They are our entire universe and we’ll show them daily exactly how true that is. 

I pull myself out of my head as Hendrix pulls into the parking lot or our dad’s office building. He parks in our reserved spot here and we all pile out as I clear the thoughts of my wife and daughter from my head. The three of us make our way inside bypassing security and offering small smiles to the women manning the phones and visitor passes on the first floor of the office building. Heading straight for the elevators, we get in one that’s just opened the doors and punch in the code needed to access the top floor of the building. None of us say a word as we all prepare ourselves for the meeting about to take place. We know pretty much what’s expected of us and what needs to be done, but there’s still details we don’t know and haven’t gone over with our dad’s about our plans for the future. 

“Good afternoon, gentleman,” my dad’s secretary greets us. “They’re in the office waiting for you. Can I get you boys anything to drink?” 

“No, thank you,” I reply for all of us as we continue on our way to the office so we can get down to business. 

Opening the door, I’m the first one through as I take in our dad’s sitting on the couch with three chairs moved in front of it for us to sit in. They’ve moved furniture around a little bit in order to accommodate this meeting without taking up the conference room. We don’t want anyone to figure out what we’re doing before the ceremony or listen in on details about our lives no one needs to know about. It’s no one else’s concern and yet they all try to gain information we don’t want them having on a daily basis. It’s fucking annoying as hell. Though, it’s something we’ve gotten used to over the years. 

“Boys, it’s good to see you,” Mr. Montez says, setting his cup of coffee down on the table in front of him. “How’s our grandbaby?” 

“She’s still growin’ like a weed. And she’s gettin’ so strong. We make sure to give her tummy time every day and she’s already startin’ to try and support her head on her own. Sweetest fuckin’ angel there is,” Hendrix answers, proud as fuck of our daughter. “She’s gonna be just like her mama and I can’t be prouder of that fact.”

“Not a doubt in my mind she’s gonna be as strong as her mom,” my dad responds, a smile covering his face as he looks to the table next to him. Sitting there is a picture of us from the hospital when Huxley was born. We’re all looking down at our angel and Oakliegh has tears of joy rolling down her face. It’s one of my favorite pictures from the day she was born. 

“So, why don’t you start by telling us what the changes you have in mind are. We all know you’re not going to continue on with the way things have been regarding certain aspects of the business,” Mr. Montez says, sitting back on the couch as he looks to me to begin since I’ll be the head of the family. 

“First of all, I want to open up a few more casinos. Not in Grand Ridge, but the surrounding areas. They’re a large money maker for us and something we know we excel in. We can stagger the big stakes games and our jackpot nights between all the new casinos so something is offered throughout the year and not just once or twice as it has been. Each casino will be different from the ones we currently have as well. One we can have performers of all kinds come in and put on shows. Concerts, ballets, plays, things of that nature. Another one can cater to gamblers and maybe a BDSM club. Things that we haven’t tried before but are willing to try our hand at. We can draw in bigger crowds with the different attractions we have at each casino and do things no one else has before. 

“Kendrik is also opening the recording studio. We’ll take a percentage of the profits from that once he gets everything up and running. I know he also plans on expanding his services once he’s got everything up and running with the studio. Kendrik plans on being a full-service label where he’ll set up tours, record albums, have managers on staff for various artists, and won’t cater to one type of artist or band. His love for music is limitless and we want to ensure we help him succeed in every aspect of his new venture. 

“The big change we’ll be making is getting out of guns. It’s not going to happen overnight and we all understand that. However, we no longer want to take the risk of being sent to prison or something happening with a rival with Huxley and Oakliegh in our lives. Everything we do is for them and it means still living the life we grew up in, but changing it to make things better for everyone involved. We can be a middle ground for those still in the game and make sure our suppliers and current clients are happy with any new arrangement we set up with the person taking over for us. 

“Another change we’ll be making is ensuring those in lower positions in the family have protection moving forward. I know your hands were tied with this, but we plan on making sure everyone who needs protection has access to it. They put their lives on the line for us with what they do and it’s only fair we take care of them in return. Those are the important changes we’ve been discussing among ourselves over the years. Kendrik and Hendrix also have things they’ll be including in those changes. I’ll let them speak for themselves to update you on what they plan to do in each of their new roles,” I state, ticking off the most important changes we’ll be implementing in the family business the second we can. 
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