
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Queen’s Gamble

[image: image]




Grand Ridge University

Book 2

Erin Osborne



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Copyright 2022© Erin Osborne

[image: image]




All rights reserved. This book, or any portion thereof, may not be reproduced or used in any manner without the express written permission of the author except for brief quotations used in book reviews.

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental.

Cover Designer: Liberty Parker

Cover Photo: DepositPhotos

Proofreader: Kim Richards



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Trigger Warning

[image: image]




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. 
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To everyone who’s working on bettering themselves and becoming who they truly want to be in life. Here’s to becoming who you were always meant to be! 
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A threat remains. My foster mother continues to send me ominous emails getting more graphic about what's going to happen to me with each new one sent. The guys are hardly around so I can't confide in them about what's happening. There's really no one to turn to these days because everyone is out living their best life. 

My days are filled with class, being there for tutoring, work, and then being alone at the house. Oh, let's not forget making sure I'm available for every single appointment Mr. Vanderwalt has set up for me regarding our upcoming wedding. 

Secrets are revealed. Things not a single one of us saw coming change up everything in our lives. Instead of finding peace and calmness, we're thrust in wars, new beginnings, and upheavals in the things we thought to be true. Will this tear us all apart or can we make it work to our advantage? Is there a secret ally out there we had no clue existed? Or will his plot for revenge take everyone I love out of my life permanently? 
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Note to the Readers
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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. 

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

Erin
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Hendrix

NOW THAT WE’VE officially claimed Oakliegh, the guys in the frat all need to know things are changing around here. Especially when it concerns the guys moving out of the frat house and in with us. This shit has never been done before and I’m not sure if it’s actually going to work out or not. I mean, putting six men who have their own opinions and ways of handling shit under the same roof is bound to cause issues. I don’t see it not happening if I’m being honest. It doesn’t mean I don’t like the other guys. They simply aren’t my brother and best friend. We’re a unit and have a way of handling situations. It’s why we’re the fucking kings of Grand Ridge. These guys are just learning what their roles in the family are and it’s going to be an adjustment period for sure. Though, we’ve already had a week or so to start learning to live with them and Harper. 

Grabbing my keys in case I get called out when I’m at the frat house, I let the guys know where I’m going since they’re off doing their own thing. Oakliegh’s still asleep and I’m not about to wake her up for any reason. My baby girl needs her sleep and I know she’s a light sleeper who will no doubt wake up if I send her a message or try to call her right now. The nightmares still plague Oakliegh and sleep is something she doesn’t get enough of. Not when she’s trying so damn hard to avoid falling asleep to have her past come back and haunt her when she can’t defend herself. 

Leaving the house, I run into Brody, Zeke, and Kayson. Good. They can come with me to the frat house so they know we approve of the changes that have been made in recent days. We all need to stand as a united front and not let anyone know if there’s any tension between us or anything. If it comes to that. 

“You guys can come with me,” I say, not giving anything away about where we’re heading. 

“What’s up? Did something happen to Oakliegh?” Brody questions, concern filling his face.

“Nope. My girl is up there sleepin’ still. At least I hope she is. Harper at practice?” I ask, trying to make them feel as if I want to know what’s going on. 

We are supposed to be getting close to them after all. I know they’re good guys. Our dad’s wouldn’t have chosen them to take over after us if they weren’t. However, I’m not the best at letting new people in like we have to living in the same house. It was cool over Christmas with us all hanging out, but our main focus was on making sure Oakliegh had the best holiday possible since she’s never been allowed to celebrate Christmas. I’m sure her birthday, which is coming up, was celebrated much the same when she lived with her foster parents. Putting that thought in the back of my mind, I make a mental note to talk to the guys about doing something for our girl. We need to make the day all about her and show her how we feel about her. 

The four of us walk up to the frat house. Walking inside, it reeks of stale alcohol, sex, and there’s enough damage to let me know these guys have been partying full force since being on Christmas break. At least the guys who didn’t head home for the rest of the year. I shake my head in annoyance at the mess in the fucking house. If Zander were the one to walk in here and see this shit, these guys would be in hell right now. Something else to fucking address with them.

“Get the fuckers up. I want them all down here in two fuckin’ minutes,” I bark out to the three guys with me. 

Brody, Zeke, and Kayson all take off to wake the guys up. Zeke has a sinister smile on his face as he bolts up the stairs. Yeah, he’s going to be fun to work with. I have a feeling he’s like me and will do well in the enforcer position of our family. He seems as if he’s the type of guy to like creating chaos and getting information out of the sick fucks we deal with. I’m actually grateful I get to work with him based on the little bit I’ve witnessed since the beginning of the year. 

Zeke didn’t hesitate to jump into the fight at our house the night we didn’t let TJ and the rest of the fucks with him into our party. He was honestly right behind me. That tells me he has no problem getting his hands dirty and will always be among the first to step up when shit hits the fan. 

I walk around the house, taking in the mess that’s been created here. These guys are going to clean it all the fuck up and not have any outside help in doing so. Yeah, I get they aren’t the only ones who created this shitstorm, but it was their idea to host a party without letting us know about it. So, they can accept their punishment from me and be thankful Zander and Kendrik aren’t here to witness this shit. If they think I’m bad with my punishments, my brother and best friend are a lot worse than me. They’ll make these fuckers clean toilets with their fucking toothbrushes before getting down on their hands and knees to clean the floor with those same toothbrushes. I’m not that bad because I’ve been here and done the same shit they’re doing now without us here on a constant basis. 

It doesn’t take long for me to hear the rushed stomps of the guys racing down the stairs here. Heading back to the main room, I watch them all scramble down the stairs to stop in front of me. Some of them are soaking wet while others are still more than half asleep. All of the guys standing in front of me are in nothing more than a pair of shorts or boxers. I’d laugh if I wasn’t so pissed about the state of the frat house. 

“It seems you guys have been partying it up over the last few days or so. You realize that this fuckin’ frat house represents us? The kings of the school? By it lookin’ like this, you’re lettin’ us know you don’t really give a fuck if you’re here or not. I can kick all your fuckin’ asses to the curb and bring in a whole new group of guys. Guys who will fuckin’ take care of the house like they want to be here,” I begin, glaring at all the men before me as Kayson, Brody, and Zeke come to stand at my back. 

They’re letting everyone here know they stand with me and will have no sympathy for those in trouble. They will back whatever decision I make here today and make sure it’s enforced without fail. This is why these men were chosen to be our replacements when we graduate in a few months. The three of them already know what’s expected of them and where their loyalties lie. Unlike the assholes standing before me. 

“I came here this mornin’ to let you all know of what’s goin’ on. Oakliegh has officially been claimed by Zander, Kendrik, and me. She’s your fuckin’ queen now. You’re all expected to treat her as such and make sure you offer a helpin’ hand if she ever needs anythin’. I don’t give a fuck what it is either. You will all make sure she’s your priority when you’re not in class or practice of any kind. Especially if you know we’re not around or busy with somethin’ else,” I bark out, making sure to look at each guy standing in front of me. They will all know there’s no room for them to fuck off and have something happen to her. “You’ll all have also noticed these three me are no longer livin’ in the frat house with you. They’ve been moved into the house with us for safety reasons. There’s still a threat against our girl even if the assholes who have been hurtin’ her on campus are no longer around. I want eyes on her at all times and the schedule for followin’ Oakliegh around campus, to work, and everythin’ else still stands. Make sure you are there for your time slots and not fuckin’ hung over or partyin’. No fuckin’ distractions when it comes to her. Is that fuckin’ understood?” 

All the guys in front of me are quick to nod their heads in agreement of what I’m telling them. At least they’re smart enough to realize I’m not playing games here. Not with Oakliegh and about this house. 

“Now, if we’re not on campus and any one of these three come to you with an order to do somethin’, you fuckin’ do it. I don’t want any fuckin’ disrespect toward them. If I hear about any happenin’, you’ll deal with me and then Kendrik. I know none of you fuckers want to take him on,” I promise them, knowing they’ve all heard the stories about what my best friend is capable of. “That’s after whoever you’ve disrespected has dealt with you. They’re free to dole out punishments if the need arises. You’ll respect them the same way you do Zander, Kendrik, and me. They will be the next kings to rule over the school when we graduate. 

“So, today, your goal is to get this fuckin’ house up to my standards. I want this place cleaned to the point you can eat off the fuckin’ floors. You’re not callin’ in any of the sororities or anyone else to help you either. You chose to throw the party and it’s up to you guys to make sure the house looks spotless at all times. You got lucky with me comin’ here this mornin’. It could have been Zander, Kendrik, or one of our fathers. Remember I’m not always a giant fuckin’ asshole. So, get the fuckin’ lead out and get this place fuckin’ cleaned. I think Zeke will come back in a little while to make sure it’s been taken care of. If you chose to party and not make sure your work was caught up, I’d get started on that shit too. Just because you’re in this frat doesn’t mean you can slack the fuck off when it comes to your grades. That’s not somethin’ we’ll tolerate.”

I watch on as all the guys scramble to find what they need to start cleaning up the fucking mess that’s been created here. Brody, Kayson, and Zeke all remain behind me as we watch them for a few minutes. Just one more way to intimidate them and make sure they realize I’m not fucking around about anything I’ve said here this morning. Especially about their grades. Yeah, we’re a frat house, but it doesn’t mean all we do is party and slack the fuck off. The three of us are almost the top three students of our class. Kendrik actually is the top of our class. He has been all four years here. Not a lot of people know that shit though. 

“You want me to hang here and make sure they don’t fuck around?” Zeke asks me as I start walking away.

“Nope. They need to know we shouldn’t have to be here twenty-four hours a day to monitor them. These fuckers should make sure the house is always clean and doesn’t need to be reminded to keep it up to par on where we want it. They aren’t fuckin’ toddlers or some shit. These are grown men who should know better than to let the house get this bad. It’s not just from one party, that much is clear. So, now they can do this shit all alone and you can do what you need to until you come to check it out later on. Go spend time with Harper when she gets out of practice or somethin’,” I tell him, knowing Zeke is going to make sure to follow orders because that’s the kind of man he is. 

“Got it. I’m gonna head to the gym if that’s the case. As soon as I’m done with my workout I’ll stop back by and make sure they got the house cleaned up,” Zeke says, taking off at a jog toward the athletic house. 

“I’m heading to the house so I can keep working on what Kendrik gave me to do,” Kayson says, also taking off from our small group. 

“What are you doin’ until Harper gets out of practice?” I ask Brody as we walk through campus.

“I’ll probably go back to the house and get ahead on the reading for the new semester. I’ve only got a class or two left to go and I’m about four chapters ahead in all of my classes,” Brody answers me as he thinks about what he’s got to do to get ahead of things.

“When are you goin’ with Zander to check shit out?” 

“I’m not sure. He let me know we’d be getting together soon, but I know he’s been going to a lot of meetings with your dad. He’s been busy as all of you have. We’ll get to work together soon,” he responds with a shrug of his shoulders.

“Yeah. He’s got to learn his role better while trying to teach you what he knows at the same time. Zander is the master of multitasking, but this might be too much for him. You’ll get to work with him though. If it doesn’t happen soon, say somethin’ to him. He’d rather you speak up than build up anger because shit’s not happenin’ when you want it too. That’s how we all are,” I give him a piece of advice. 

“Okay. I’ll also be followin’ Oakliegh if she leaves the house today. Not sure if she has a shift or not, but I’ll go and make sure no one gets close to her.”

Nodding my head, we make the rest of the way to our house in silence. The campus is very quiet with most everyone still gone for the holidays. They won’t return until after the new year. Honestly, this is my favorite time around here. No one to fuck around or try to get on our good side. Or try to find a way into our beds. There’s no chance of that shit happening now that we have Oakliegh, but the girls will still fucking try. It’s in their nature to want what they can’t have. With us, they see power, money, and protection. That’s the only reason they flock to us as if we’re fucking Gods or something. Oakliegh is the only one to ever see past all the bullshit and want to get to know us. Hell, she’s the only one Kendrik has even started to let in. She knows things about him only Zander and I knew before. It’s good to see him opening up to her because she opens up to him as well. 
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Kendrik

WITH CHRISTMAS OVER, I’ve been focusing my attention on digging into the Powers’ once again. These two are sick fucks. Not only have they exploited the children they’re supposed to be caring for in their home, but they’ve sold a few of them. That’s the latest piece of information I’ve uncovered. I’m not sure how the fuck they spun that shit with the caseworkers who regularly check on them, but they’ve gotten away with it so far. While I’m digging into the assholes, I’m also running programs to see if I can find the kids they’ve sold off in order to get them out of the monster’s hands who bought them. I know they’re still close to Grand Ridge. Darren Powers is too paranoid to deal with those he doesn’t know very well. Which means selling them off to someone on the other side of a computer isn’t going to work for him. Now, it’s just a matter of making sure I do everything in my power to save these kids and make sure they get the help they desperately need. The same help Oakliegh’s just now getting because she made the choice to do so. 

I’ve got a file already started on Darren and Kember Powers so I can turn over all the information to the proper authorities when I’ve completed my digging. I’ve also already started siphoning their money out of the offshore accounts they’ve been using for years. I do it a little every fucking day in case Darren is as anal about checking the accounts as he is with other aspects of his life. It seems Kember isn’t allowed to do a damn thing without his approval. Every fucking move she makes is orchestrated by him. Right down to the clothes she wears and how the house is run. He even chooses which kids they foster. I’m not sure how he manages to do that shit when he’s rarely home. The only time I know he’s there for a fact is on party night. 

The parties the Powers’ throw are filled with vile humans. All the guests attend in order to live out their most depraved fantasies. Drugs flow freely, men and women fuck who they want regardless of their marital status, and a few force their significant others to participate in events even if they don’t want to. Nothing is off limits during these parties and over the last few months. I’m not sure of the extent just yet, but it’s just a matter of time before I uncover what’s being done to them during those late nights. We already know what happens when no one else is in the home. 

Kayson is helping me dig into these fuckers. He’s working more on the financial aspects of things because I don’t want him seeing more of Oakliegh than what’s already been shown at that fucking football game. While I dig for information, I’m also continuing to pull down the sites and pictures or videos of Oakliegh being posted to this day. She’s not even living with the Powers and they still manage to post shit about her. Photographs and videos they’ve taken of her when she couldn’t fight back for herself or the others being forced to do things no child their age should even know about. 

So far, the kid is doing a really good job tracking down offshore accounts, more bank accounts I didn’t find before him, and even a few accounts in Oakliegh’s name. Kayson’s currently looking into the accounts in her name to find out where the money’s coming from, why the accounts are in her name, and how to get them without raising any red flags. He’s really good with computer shit. Not quite as good as me, but almost where I’m at. I’m glad he’s going to be the one taking over here in a few months when we graduate and leave. I’ll feel a lot better with Oakliegh being on campus with the three of our replacements here with her. Especially Zeke who is more than following in Hendrix’s footsteps. 

Brody, Zeke, and Kayson each bring something to the table and have been consistently proving their worth to us since before we learned of them becoming our replacements. They have their strengths and flaws like the rest of us. The best part is honestly how excited they are to learn their new roles in life and are eager to learn everything they can for us. Harper is also willing to accept her new rule. She’s ready to rule over the campus at Oakliegh’s side for the next few months. They’ll both be learning the ropes together because we don’t have anyone else to teach them. As Oakliegh continues to come out of her shell, Harper will help her on the days that are simply too hard for her to stand up for herself the way she should. 

While turning on a few other programs to run in the background, I let my mind wander to Oakliegh letting us claim her on Christmas day. It’s the last thing I was expecting to happen, but I could see the determination in her eyes. She wasn’t doing it to prove to us she was worthy of us or for any other reason than knowing it was her decision to make. Oakliegh, my sweet angel, made the conscious choice to give herself to the three of us willingly. Though, we haven’t talked about it, I’m curious as to her reasons for doing so. I’ve just been too busy and locked in my room to have a proper conversation with her about things. 

A large part of that is because it’s been an adjustment to having four more people in the house with us. I mean, we have people here for parties and shit, but this is different. The guys and Harper live with us seven days a week and there is no leaving for them. Not unless they’re at practice, the frat house, or class once they resume. We have our meals together, have sat in the living room together, decorated the house for Oakliegh as a group, and so much more. Since I’m such a private person, it’s been a massive adjustment for me to get used to having others live in the space that’s been ours for three years. For more than a few hours at a time. The parties I can get through because I focus on music. Now, I’ve forced myself to focus on digging up all the information I can find on Darren and Kember Powers. 

The less time I have to spend with everyone else, the better and calmer I feel. I’m used to Zander and Hendrix being around me on a constant basis. I want to spend time with Oakliegh as well. Her being around doesn’t bother me at all. In fact, I crave her being near me in any way she chooses to be with me. Even if we just sit in silence and don’t say a word to one another. It’s Zeke, Brody, Kayson, and Harper that’s throwing me off. While I’ve spent time with the guys through the frat house, I haven’t really spent a ton of time with Harper. She’s Oakliegh’s best friend and I want to get to know her, things have just been too chaotic for me to wrap my mind around everything and process it all. That’s why I tend to stick to myself and don’t hang out in large groups. When I have to, I use my music as a way to escape and let it keep my head on straight. 

With the way I’ve been digging up information on Darren and Kember, I’ve even pushed practicing for my upcoming performance. Oakliegh is going to sing with me and I’ll also play guitar. I know she’s nervous about standing in front of so many people to bare something so few have heard from her. I’m thrusting her into being the center of attention by singing. While I know she’s nervous as hell about our performance, I’m just as nervous as she is. This is what I’ve been working toward for the last three years. It won’t be my first time performing in front of a crowd, but it will definitely be the most important performance of my time here at GRU. There will be recruiters here from record labels and talent agents alike. We’re keeping that information from Oakliegh because she’ll lose her shit if she knows that part. 

A large part of me doesn’t want to go through with the performance because it’s going to do nothing but cause another argument between my father and me. He just doesn’t understand why I’m so completely passionate about music. For me, it’s a way to escape reality for a little bit. To get lost in my head and forget about all the bullshit in the world we live in. Not the world as a whole, but the world of the family. Where all of our actions are monitored and deemed worthy or not. My father has always found me lacking because I’m not jumping to follow his life plan for me blindly. I have a mind and passions I want to follow while still working for the family and making sure I’m around when I need to be. I won’t let music get in the way of my obligations, but it’s not going to be all my life is about either. That’s no way to live and I feel as if my father has forgotten it’s okay not to follow the path that’s been chosen for you. It’s okay to walk your own path and do what you truly want to be happy instead of being miserable for your entire life. 

As I’m trying to work, I hear a soft knock on my bedroom door. There’s only one person it can be with how soft the knock is. Oakliegh. My sweet angel. Turning off the monitors so she doesn’t see anything I don’t want her to, I make my way over to the door. Flinging it open, I find Oakliegh standing there wearing one of my tee-shirts and I’m not sure she has anything on under it. I let my gaze wander up and down her body before looking her in the eyes. 

“To what do I owe the pleasure, sweet angel?” I ask her, not going to complain one bit about her being here to see me. 

“Just wanted to check in and make sure you were okay. It’s been a while since I’ve gotten to really spend time with any of you. Days if I’m being honest,” she says, looking down at her feet as a blush stains her cheek and neck. 

“All you have to do is knock on my door, sweet angel. It doesn’t matter what I’m doing, I’ll always be here for you,” I tell her, stepping back so she enters my room.

Oakliegh sits on my bed and I join her. We sit up against the headboard as I take in her legs stretched out in front of us. Her pale skin is on display making me want to run my hands up and down to feel how smooth and silky it is. Though, I have a question I want to ask her first. 

“Got a question for you, Oakliegh,” I say, turning to look at her more directly. “What made you choose to let us claim you on Christmas? You had only been with Zander at that point and we all thought you’d want to be with us one-on-one before making a leap like the three of us at once.”

Oakliegh doesn’t say anything for a few minutes. I almost don’t believe she’s going to answer me when she lifts her head and turns to look at me. 

“It was an easy decision to make. One I made after thinking about things from every vantage point. With my past, I wasn’t honestly sure if I could take that step with the three of you. However, I knew it needed to happen because of what Mr. Vanderwalt told us at the dinner we had with him. That’s not why I chose to do that on Christmas night though. Erica and I have been doing a lot of talking about my body being mine to make decisions about. Who I let close to me, touch me, and who I chose to give myself to. I know even though I had only had sex with Zander and gave you a blow job, I could trust the three of you not to push me past my limits. That you’d see me giving myself to all of you as a gift and treat it as such. There wasn’t a single ounce of fear in me when we were in the moment,” she says, a soft smile on her face as she continues looking at me. 

“You trust the three of us that much?” I question, elation filling me. 

“Of course I do, Kendrik. You guys have shown me there’s more to you than anyone else gets to see. I get to see the softer side of each of you. You’ve been there to lift me when I’ve been at my lowest and not joined in on everyone else bullying me. We’ve had our misunderstandings and gotten past them. If I didn’t trust the three of you, you never would have been invited into the session with Erica and me. You wouldn’t know what I’ve been through at all. Harper doesn’t even really know the extent of it. I think I’m actually going to bring her and the three of you into another session with Erica if you’d do that for me,” she says, her voice gaining confidence the longer she speaks. 

“You know we’ll be there for you whenever you want us there. All you have to do is say the word and we’ll rearrange our schedules to accommodate you and what you need. You just don’t say a whole lot if you need something,” I state honestly. 

Oakliegh could be in dire need of something and won’t tell us about it. It’s one of the things we need to keep working with her on. She’s our girl and we want to take care of her. Provide her with anything she needs whether it’s emotional support, something materialistic, holding her when she’s having a bad day or nightmares, or anything she needs. Since she’s never had people do that for her with the exception of Harper when she could, it’s not unreasonable to understand it’s going to take some time for her to get used to us wanting to help her out and be there for her. 

“I know, Kendrik. I just don’t like depending on anyone for anything. In some ways, it makes me feel as if I owe the person something because they’ve done something to help me out. I’m not even sure if I’m explaining this right, but what I do know is I’ll keep trying to get better at allowing you guys to help me and asking for help,” she promises me while sliding her hand over to rest it on my leg. 

“We get it, sweet angel. And we’ve all been busy as hell. I’m sure it’s been a lot for you to get used to. With us not being around too much lately. With the guys and Harper moving in. We’ve gone from a house of four to a house of eight overnight. Still, it seems like you’re the main one here while we all go out and do our things. When I am here, I’m locked up in here running programs, working on finding more information about your foster parents, and everything else I can to protect you. It doesn’t leave a ton of time for me to simply hang out with you like this. Or practice for our upcoming performance. I’m sorry, Oakliegh. Things will get better. I mean, we have a ton of upcoming appointments for the wedding. I can’t believe it’s going to be so soon. Are you ready?” 

“I don’t know. You know I hate being the center of attention and I feel as if the claiming ceremony and wedding are only going to thrust me in an even bigger spotlight than the performance with you will,” she tells me honestly as I twine our fingers together. 

“It really is more of a show for the family than anything else. However, you know we’ll do what we can to ensure we’re with you at all times. At least one of us will be at your side while the other two work the room and network with whoever’s in attendance. Plus, the wedding and reception will be a small affair because of everything going on with you right now. We don’t want to draw a crowd or let a ton of people know what’s going on. The less information the Powers can get on you, the better off you’ll be. It’s one of the reasons you don’t have a ring for the engagement yet. We don’t want to draw attention to it,” I inform her, not sure if she was even thinking about all that stuff.

“I don’t need a ring, Kendrik. And I don’t expect Zander to wear one either.”

“Don’t even. You’ve got a ring coming. It’s already waiting for the ceremony so it can be slid on your finger. We picked out the engagement ring with a matching wedding band. Zander, Hendrix, and I will all be wearing rings as well. Everything has been locked up tight in Mr. Vanderwalt’s safe so no one sees it before it’s time. Not a single one of us will be taking our rings off for any reason either. We’re yours as much as you’re ours, sweet angel,” I promise her, knowing we’re all committing to her and no one will ever take it away from us. Not for any reason. 

“Well, I’ll let you get back to work,” she says with a soft smile. “I’m going to make dinner soon. I’ll let you know when it’s ready if you want. Or I can bring you up a plate to eat in here.”

“No, I’ll eat down with everyone else. Just let me know when it’s ready please,” I tell her as we get out of bed and I walk her to the door.

Opening it up for her, I catch Oakliegh in my arms before she can skirt past me. Placing a hand on each side of her face, I lower my head to press my lips against hers. They’re so fucking soft. Oakliegh opens her mouth to deepen the kiss and I’m not about to deny her anything she wants. We kiss for what feels like hours but is no longer than a few minutes. When she pulls away, I take in her swollen lips and the flushed appearance of her cheeks. Even her eyes are shining bright as I place one more soft kiss against her lips before pulling away. I made her look that way. I’m the one she’ll be thinking about when she’s cooking dinner for us. It fills me with pride to know I can get a reaction out of her when I wasn’t sure in the beginning. Taking one last look at our girl, I close the door and get back to work. The sooner I’m done with this shit, the more peaceful Oakleigh will be able to live her life. 
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Oakliegh

THE GUYS HAVE been really busy. I thought we’d have more time to spend together once they were done with football. Quite the opposite is true though. Other than going to see Kendrik yesterday, I’ve seen Zander and Hendrix enough to say hello or goodbye, exchange a kiss, and not much more. Last night when I made dinner. It was literally Kendrik, Kayson, and me. Harper was out somewhere with some of the cheerleaders, Brody was working on something, and I’m not sure where the other three guys were. I guess I’ll be eating leftovers for a while considering I made multiple pans of stuffed shells, a few loaves of garlic bread, and a salad. For dessert I even made chocolate chip brownies with peanut butter and chocolate frosting on them. Kendrik and Kayson seemed to love them and they’re always my favorite. It just means I won’t have to cook tonight because I’ll be eating this food for a while. Unless the guys decide to eat it while I’m not home.

Today I’m going to the library. I don’t have any particular reason for going there other than to get out of the house. I’m ahead on all of my classes, I’ve been keeping up with my emails on the laptop Kendrik got me, and other than reading, cleaning, or cooking there’s not really much for me to do at the house. Though, I’m not going to the library alone. I’ve still got a shadow because nothing has been resolved with my foster parents. I’m honestly not sure what their problem is, but it’s not for me to figure out. If I could figure anything out about them, it would have happened when I was living in their home. There truly is no rhyme or reason for their madness. It's so confusing and gives me a headache whenever I try to think of them. Or figure out what they believe I could have possibly taken from them. The more I think about it, the easier it is to realize it’s nothing more than a ruse to get me to go see them or something. To communicate in one form or another. Well, I’m not falling for their crap. I dealt with all I had to for eighteen years and I no longer have to listen to them. 

There’s another reason I don’t want to sit in the house alone. It’s my birthday and I don’t want to make a big deal out of it. I’ve never celebrated a single birthday. It’s just a part of me thought after Harper and the guys went all out for Christmas, they’d plan something for my birthday as well. Not anything major. I’d be fine with a simple text message saying happy birthday. It’d be more than I’ve ever gotten honestly. At least on the day of my birthday. Harper always makes sure to get something small because she knows the day doesn’t really mean much to me. This year is the first year she hasn’t said a word to me. Though it’s not like I’ve really seen her lately. She’s been so busy with the guys, cheerleading, and everything else she’s got going on in her life. I’m truly excited for her and everything she’s doing with her life. 

As I walk across the campus, the freezing cold air surrounds me and makes me lose my breath. The sun does absolutely nothing to warm me up either. The freezing temperature is just too much for me to battle right now. Thankfully, the library is up ahead as I quicken my steps in that direction. 

“Oakliegh!” I hear a female call out as I immediately come to a stop and look around. 

Addie is making her way toward me with a smile on her face. It’s not a genuine smile though. This one isn’t reaching her eyes as she gets closer to me. 

“Addie. How are you doing?” I ask her, taking in her appearance to see what’s off with her. 

“I’m doing better now that I’m back on campus. How was your Christmas?” she returns, a grimace on her face at the thought of her being home with her family. 

“It was good. The first one I actually got to celebrate. Harper and the guys went all out for it. It was the most fun I’ve had in a long time. I wish you could have joined us,” I tell her honestly. 

“Me too. I did the Christmas thing with my parents. It was the same boring thing. Them having a party for all their friends and forgetting I exist unless someone asked about me,” she informs me. 

“I’m sorry to hear that. Um, are you going to want to start tutoring up again with the new year coming?” I ask her, needing to know if I have to start blocking out time slots for her again. 

“Yes! I’m so behind on more than my math class now. I’ve had to take care of things with my family and it meant having to miss so many classes. I don’t know how I’m going to make up all the work honestly,” she answers, her voice wavering as emotion fills her. 

“It’s okay. Figure out what you need to get done and we’ll get it taken care of. I’m not going to let you fail or not get caught up. This is a minor setback and we’ll get past it. If you text me what you need to get done, I can make up the answer keys so I know the material ahead of time. It will also give me a chance to learn how they’re teaching you so I’m not confusing you. We’ll work through it as slow as you need to,” I promise Addie, giving her a reassuring smile while wanting to pull her into my arms and comfort. 

Addie doesn’t seem to have too many friends and I want her to know she can open up with me. I’ll keep her secrets locked up tight and no one will ever know a damn thing she tells me. However, I also know I can’t force her to tell me anything. The only thing that’s going to accomplish is making sure I push her farther away. Maybe enough that she doesn’t use me for tutoring any longer. That’s the last thing I want to happen. So, I’ll take this at her pace and start sharing some of my story with her so she knows she’s not the only one who’s been through something. 

“Thank you, Oakliegh. You don’t know how much your help means to me. I’ve got your new number in my phone. I’ll send you a message later tonight so we can work out a game plan. If you’re not doing anything tomorrow maybe we can get together and go over some of the stuff,” she says, a hopeful note in her voice.

“My day’s wide open. I’m ahead in my classes and have to work later in the day tomorrow. So if you’re free late morning or early afternoon, that’d work out perfectly for me. Though, we’ll work around your schedule.”

“We can meet late in the morning. I’ll go through everything once I get unpacked and go through all my work. My professors have been emailing me the class notes. My father told them there was a family emergency and that’s why I wouldn’t be here. I’m not sure what the hell he was thinking considering we did absolutely nothing. I literally sat at my house with them and listened to them argue about everything,” Addie tells me, giving me a glimpse into her life. 

“That sucks. Well, you go get your stuff taken care of and I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m glad we’ll be working together again. I’ve really missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too, Oakliegh. I’ll see you tomorrow morning,” she says, giving me a small wave and taking off toward her dorm room. 

With a smile on my face, I continue making my way to the library. It’s empty when I walk inside. No one really uses it when classes are in session, but now it’s completely free of any other student. The only one here is the old librarian. She’s currently reading something as she sits behind the counter. Looking up as we enter, I offer her a smile as I make my way toward the back of the first floor. There’s a huge section of fiction and I need something new to read. I’ve already devoured the few books on my tablet and have been missing holding a physical book in my hands. It’s just so much different than reading on a screen. At least to me it is. 

Looking through the section, I pick a few different books. Things I’ve never read before by authors I’ve never heard of. I love finding new authors and genres to read. It’s all the same for me; an escape from reality as the author takes you into a world they built from the ground up. Reading has always been my escape. Now, it’s done more because I’m bored as hell and lonely. In a house of eight, who knew you could feel completely alone? I sure as hell didn’t. the things you learn on a daily basis. Getting comfortable with my reading choices, I notice my shadow has taken up residence at one of the tables with a few textbooks in front of him. I’m glad he can study while I’m reading. 

***
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I’ve lost track of time as I got lost in a new series I started reading here at the library. While we’ve been in here, I’ve managed to read through two and a half books without batting an eye. A huge part of me feels horrible because the guy following me has been here for hours and hours while I read. I’m not even sure when he got done with his work as I look up to find him playing on his phone. Sitting up straighter in the chair I chose today, I stretch out my body while marking my spot in the book I’m currently on with a small piece of paper. I’ll check this book and the last two in the series out to take back to the house with me. 

“I’m sorry you’ve been stuck here this entire time,” I tell the guy I’m not even sure of his name. 

“Don’t worry about it. I haven’t been done all that long with my work. I had to get caught up on a few things I’ve been letting go slack. So, I have to thank you for coming here today. It’s just what I needed to get back on track,” he tells me, packing up his things while I go check out my books. 

Before we can leave the library, I’m almost run into by Harper. She’s out of breath as I wrap my arms around her so we don’t go tumbling to the floor. The two of us start laughing hysterically at this. I’m not even sure why because we could have been hurt. However, this shit is the kind of thing we do find funny for some reason. I guess we have a warped sense of humor. 

“Are you two okay?” my shadow asks, racing up to us and making sure we don’t have a single mark on us. 

“We’re okay. I’m just in a rush as usual,” Harper answers, still laughing her ass off. 

“Good. I’m not trying to get on Hendrix’s bad side even more than I already am. We all are at the frat house right now. So, let’s get you out of here before something happens,” he says, his voice filled with panic.

“Do I want to know why you’re in trouble with Hendrix?” I ask him, not sure what’s happened. 

“We had a party and didn’t clean up. A few parties actually. The house was trashed and he didn’t like it. Can’t really blame him. The frat is supposed to represent the kings and we weren’t doing a good job,” he answers, a blush staining his cheeks. 

“I see. Now, where’s the fire, Harper? You came in here like a woman possessed,” I ask my best friend. 

“We have to get you home. There’s just enough time,” she answers without giving me a real answer. 

“Okay,” I say, drawing the word out in confusion. 

We race across campus. Harper’s dragging me along with her and I almost get tripped up more than once. I’m sure we’re giving my shadow of the day a heart attack with how often I almost face plant. Harper doesn’t seem to realize I can’t keep up with how fast she’s moving though. It’s kind of funny. Along with very confusing. I truly don’t understand what’s going on right now. Though my girl is wearing a smile larger than I’ve seen in a while. Not since Christmas. 

“Do the guys need something for the New Year’s Eve party they’re throwing tonight? I thought I got everything done yesterday. I’m going to spend most of the night in my room and come down just before midnight,” I ask, trying to figure out what’s going on. 

“Nope. The sooner we get your ass back to the house, the sooner you’ll find out what the hell’s going on, Oakliegh,” Harper says, not out of breath at all. 

I can’t say the same thing at this point. I’m not a runner by any stretch of the imagination and it’s been a while since I’ve been to the gym to work out or attend the self-defense classes. We kind of put it off with the holidays and everything going on. I make a mental note to go back to the gym in a few days and make it a regular part of my routine so I can get in better shape. 

We finally get to the house without either one of us falling on the slippery grass. I’m surprised we didn’t both face plant at one point or another. My shadow literally breathes a sigh of relief once we’re on the porch and heading for the door. It takes less than a second for Harper to push me through the door to find the guys all standing in the living room. 

“Surprise!” everyone yells, wide smiles covering their faces.

“What’s this?” I ask, looking around the room at each person standing before me and then at Harper who’s at my back. 

“We’re not havin’ a New Year’s Eve party, baby girl. Did you not know we’d realize today’s your birthday? That we’d want to celebrate the day you were born and make it special for you. To do somethin’ to show how much we care?” Hendrix asks me, walking up and picking me up in his arms. 

Hendrix spins me around a few times before setting me back down on my feet. Tears spill over my lashes and roll down my face in happiness. He kisses them away before placing his lips against mine and kissing me deeply. As soon as he releases me, Kendrik is there to take me in his arms. He spins me in a dance move before dipping me low to the floor and kissing me like I’m the air he needs to breathe. When he releases me, I’m panting and out of air. However, Zander isn’t about to be denied getting a kiss from me either. 

“Happy birthday, LeeLee. This is the first of many birthday’s we’ll celebrate together,” he whispers against my lips before lifting me in his arms so I have to wrap my legs around his waist. 

“I can’t believe you all did this for me,” I say when he’s finally done kissing me. 

“Of course we did this for you, hooker,” Harper chimes in, wrapping her arms around me. “You’re my best friend, their woman, and you give so much to all of us in this house. To everyone around you. This is the first year we get to celebrate it on your birthday and not days later. So, let us do this for you.”

With a smile on my face, I let my happy tears continue falling down my face. 

“We’ve got dinner waitin’ for you in the kitchen, baby girl. We all pitched in and cooked. I know we missed your amazin’ dinner last night and I’m sorry about that. However, we weren’t about to let you cook for us on your day,” Hendrix says, grabbing my hand and walking me into the kitchen. 

There’s a full spread laid out on the island. Every single one of my favorite foods, including pizza from Sal’s. They made chicken ala king, mashed potatoes, rice, biscuits, peas, corn, and so many other dishes I can’t even take them in all as I let my eyes roam over the island containing various dishes. Everyone stands back and lets me get my food first. Once my plate is full of food, the guys and Harper move to make their own plates up. With the exception of Hendrix. He comes to sit next to me at the table with two overflowing plates of food. I smile up at him as he makes sure I don’t need anything else. Kendrik sets down a can of soda in front of me before taking his seat on the opposite side of me. Zander takes his seat at the head of the table with his own food. 

We all eat in silence. The food is absolutely amazing. Everything they’ve cooked is perfect and it makes me love the guys even more than what I’ve already been feeling. As we all get done eating, Harper disappears only to return with her arms loaded down with gifts. 

“You guys didn’t need to get me anything. This dinner is all I’d ever need,” I tell them, looking around at my guys before turning my attention to Harper and her guys. 

“Not gonna fucking happen, LeeLee,” Zander growls out. “You’ve never had a birthday celebrated and we’re not about to let that shit continue. We’re going to celebrate every fucking year and make up for the last nineteen years of you not having anyone love you the way you should have been loved.” 

Cue the happy tears once again. Harper sets the gifts down on the table in front of me as Hendrix clears my plate away and Kendrik moves my can of soda. I take the time to open up each thing and can’t believe what they’ve done for me. The guys have gotten me clothing, gift cards, pictures of all of us together, and so many other things. Harper gets me a gift certificate for a spa day with her. Letting me know I’ll need it with the wedding coming up. Harper’s guys got me books, a gift card to one of the big book stores in town, and a few other small things I’ve been eyeing online. Someone’s been spying on me once again. 

“This is all too much guys. Thank you all so much for this,” I tell them all as I set the last gift down on the table in front of me. 

“It’s not even close to being enough, sweet angel. Harper and the guys are gonna leave so we have the house to ourselves tonight. What we do with our time is up to you. Though I did just download a few movies I know you’ve been wanting to watch. We can start with that and see where the night takes us. And, there’s cake. We’ll save a piece for Harper and the guys when they get home tomorrow. Have you ever had an ice cream cake?” Kendrik asks me, placing his hand on my thigh. 

“I’ve never even heard of it before,” I answer feeling as if I’ve missed out something else everyone’s had the joy of experiencing. 

“That’s okay, LeeLee. We’ve got ice cream cake and regular cake. You can choose what you want to have. For now, let us clean this up while you go take a shower and get ready to lounge in bed. We’ll watch a movie or two and see where the night takes us. As always, nothing happens you don’t want to,” Zander says, standing from his chair and making his way to stand behind my chair.

Zander leans over and presses a kiss against the top of my head as everyone begins to clean up dinner. Knowing they’re not going to let me help at all, I make my way up to the third floor of the house and my bedroom. I grab a tank top and pair of shorts before making my way into the bathroom. Turning on the water, I let it get hot before stripping and stepping under the spray. I take my time and wash everything before shaving and making sure I’m ready for tonight. I’m not going to pass up the opportunity to be with my guys no matter what we’re doing. Especially if it means I’m in bed with them again. 

By the time I make it out of the bathroom, the guys are in there. They’ve all showered and changed into nothing more than a pair of boxers. It’s what they usually wear when they sleep with me. I know they prefer to sleep naked, but I’m not sure if I’m ready for that just yet. I mean we’ve all had sex, but sleeping naked next to someone feels more intimate to me in ways. And they aren’t pushing me to do so or even trying to sleep naked with me. For now, I appreciate the gesture. I’m sure it won’t always be like this though. One day I’ll get over all my hang ups and be a normal person. 
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Chapter Three
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Oakliegh

“WAKE UP, BITCH!” Harper’s voice penetrates the dream I’m having. “Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey.”

“Why the hell are you waking me up at the ass crack of dawn for when we don’t have classes?” I grumble, trying to put a pillow over my head. 

“Oakliegh Burns, today is one of the most important days of your damn life. Now, I’ve been sent up here to wake your ass up so you don’t end up having sexy times with those men of yours. It’s a big day for all of you. If you don’t get your ass out of this bed right now, I’m going to get the coldest water I can find and dump it all over your ass,” Harper promises me. 

Yeah, that’s definitely something she’d do. If you’re sleeping and it’s time to get your ass out of bed, Harper has no problems doing whatever the hell it takes to accomplish getting you up. I honestly feel sorry for her guys because if they haven’t yet experienced her wake up methods, it’s going to be an eye opening experience for them. One I kind of wish I could witness. 

“Fine, bitch. I’m up. Now, what makes today so fucking important?” I ask my best friend, drawing a blank about what today is.

“We’re going to find your wedding dress, Oakliegh. Are you sure you’re ready to go through with this wedding? This is something you truly want and you’re not doing it just for an added layer of protection against the foster fucks?” Harper questions me, worry filling her voice as she sits down next to me. 

“This is what I want, Harper. My mind’s just been all over the place and I guess I forgot it was the day we’re doing that. I’ve been trying to help Addie get caught up before classes start again tomorrow and working extra shifts. I’m exhausted. I’ve been so tired and it doesn’t feel as if I’ll ever get caught up on my sleep,” I respond, tossing the covers back off me and getting out of bed finally. 

“I get it. It seems we’ve all been extra busy and don’t have time to spend together. I’m sorry about that, Oak. You know I’d be here more if I could.”

“Nonsense. You’ve got cheerleading and doing things with the team. Everyone has their own lives and we all just keep missing one another. It’s not a big deal,” I tell her, pushing the loneliness I’ve been feeling down deep so she can’t see it on my face. 

“Still, I want to be here more for you. So much shit is changing in your life and you need someone to vent to. Someone without a cock dangling between their legs.”

“Harper, will you do something for me?” 

“I’d do anything for you, Oakliegh. You know this. Or at least you should by now.”

“Will you come to one of my counseling sessions with me? The guys have come once and I know they’re going to be coming to my next one. If you could make it there with us, I’d really appreciate it. I know you’ve already read the letter I wrote about the photos and videos. There’s still more I need to talk about though. Things I want to get out in the open before the wedding so I don’t feel as if I’m hiding anything from anyone,” I ask my best friend, knowing this is important to me. 

When Harper read the letter I wrote about what happened to me as a little girl, I thought she was going to go on a killing spree. Her face was so red and anyone could feel the anger pulsing through her body. She pulled me into her arms and held me as we both cried. I grieved for the little girl who was violated in a horrible manner while my best friend was upset she didn’t know that’s what was going on with me. She swore to be there for me on the days I couldn’t pick myself up and make sure no one ever touched me unless it was my guys again. We spent the entire day together while locking the guys out of my room. It was something we desperately needed and gave to ourselves. 

“Of course I will. Let me know when it is and I’ll be there. Now, get your ass in the shower. Zeke and Kayson are making breakfast and I need to get back down there to make sure they don’t burn the house down. Not sure they’re too handy in the kitchen,” Harper informs me, a scared look covering her face at the thought of two of her guys burning our house down. 

I watch her race out of the room before making my way to my bathroom. Turning on the shower, I let the water heat up while I take care of my morning routine. Excitement fills my stomach at the thought of going to try on wedding dresses. This is something I never thought I’d be doing. My focus has always been on getting out of Grand Ridge and away from the Powers’. Of starting my life over. I never really let myself think, or dream, about getting married. Now, not only do I get to pick out any wedding dress I want, but I’ll be getting married to the one person I never believed I’d have back in my life.

When I made the decision to marry Zander, it wasn’t because I feel less for Hendrix and Kendrik. I’m falling in love with them just like I am with Zander. The reason I chose Zander is because I know deep in my soul he’s the man I’m supposed to be with. The little boy I loved who protected me from our foster parents and was there for me before things got even worse. Part of me has always loved Zander and that’s why I made the decision to marry him. As long as I get to have Hendrix and Kendrik too, I really could have married any of the three and not really cared. 

Finishing up my shower, I get out and dry off, wrapping a towel in my hair and around my body. I walk into my closet and choose the easiest thing I can think of to wear to the dress shop. Pulling a black maxi dress down, I choose a strapless bra and panties in white so nothing’s showing when I’m trying on wedding dresses. Strapless bras have never been something I wear. I have a deep fear of it falling down and my breasts bouncing all over the place because they’re too much for a strapless bra to hold. Today I have no choice in the matter if I want to be prepared to try on any style of wedding dress. 

Brushing out my long hair, I throw it up in a messy bun. There’s no point in styling it when I have no clue the kind of dresses I’ll be trying on today. It’s just going to be in the way if I leave it down and will get messed up if I try to style it in a sleek ponytail or something. So, a messy bun is the easiest way for me to wear it. I also skip wearing any make-up because I’m not going to want to stain the dresses when they might not be the one I choose. I’d never risk something like that. Finally, I pull out a pair of wedged sandals so I have some sort of heel on. I know I’m going to have to wear them on my wedding day, so I may as well make sure I have height for the length of my dress now. 

Walking downstairs, I hear the low hum of conversation between the guys and Harper. I’m not sure what they’re talking about, but it’s nice to see them all sitting down together and getting along. With so much testosterone flowing around this house, I honestly worry about fights breaking out and the guys butting heads more than anything else. So far, that hasn’t been the case. Everything’s been relatively calm and peaceful. Maybe it’s because not everyone’s here at the same time. Or the guys know they have to work together and play nice because of the family business. 

“Good mornin’, baby girl,” Hendrix says, standing from his chair and making his way to me. “How are you feelin’ this mornin’?” 

“I’m exhausted. Someone had to wake my ass up with the threat of the coldest water being dumped on me if I didn’t get out of bed,” I grumble, not ready to be up. 

Hendrix laughs while leading me to the chair between him and Kendrik. Kendrik leans over and presses a kiss against my temple as he slides over a plate of bacon and eggs with a glass of orange juice and bottle of water. Picking up a piece of bacon, I take a small bite. My stomach is rolling this morning and the smell of the eggs in front of me.

“What’s the matter, LeeLee?” Zander asks when he sees I’m not eating my eggs. 

“I’m just not feeling the best this morning. I’ll eat some bacon and drink my juice, but I’m not going to attempt to eat the eggs. The smell of them is making me feel worse,” I tell him as everyone watches me. 

Harper gives me a knowing look across the table. I’m not sure what the hell she thinks she knows, but Harper is looking at me as if I should realize why I feel so horrible this morning. Other than stress, I have no clue why my stomach would be off. Unless I’m about to start my monthly. Pausing with a piece of bacon halfway to my mouth, I try to think of the last time I did have my cycle. I’m honestly not sure when it was. Forcing the direction my thoughts are now taking down, I finish eating my bacon and drink my juice while avoiding Harper’s stare. 

“What are you guys doing today?” I ask, trying to get the attention off me. 

“Gotta go get measured for our tuxedos, sweet angel. Are you going anywhere other than trying to find a dress?” Kendrik asks me.

“Nope. I have some things to do here. So, I’ll be heading home as soon as I’m done.”

“Okay. We’ve got guys followin’ you again. They won’t go in the store or see anythin’. Just let them know if you change your mind about goin’ anywhere. I gotta work after we’re done,” Hendrix informs me, leaning over to give me a kiss before standing up and removing his dishes from the table. 

“I’ve got meetings with my dad today too. I’m not sure how late I’ll be. If you need me, just call and I’ll answer as soon as I can. Have fun today,” Zander says, standing up with his dishes and giving me a kiss before he disappears as well.

Kendrik also gives me a kiss before disappearing with his dishes and mine. Harper is telling her guys goodbye as I leave the table. Heading up to my room, I grab my purse and phone so we can get this show on the road. 

***
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Harper and I have been at the dress shop for hours now. I’ve tried on so many different dresses I’m not sure I have it in me to try on anything else. However, I’ve got three more dresses hanging up waiting for me. I grab the next one and step into it with the help of Darla. She’s one of the owners of the dress shop and has spent her entire shift with me. Mr. Vanderwalt contacted her and made sure she knew price wasn’t an issue, he was paying for the dress, and to make sure I love what I end up getting. Zander and Hendrix’s dad is so nice. I was ready to pay for my dress with the meager savings I have, but he took it out of my hands. Tears fill my eyes at how kind he’s been to me when I barely know the man. He’s the kind of guy I wish I had in my life growing up. Unfortunately, I didn’t get lucky enough for that. 

With the dress in place and the laces going up the back tightened and tied, I turn to look in the mirror. My eyes widen as I look at myself. The dress is strapless and goes way past my feet. It’s got a train trailing about fifteen feet behind me. The laces up the back are a deep navy color with navy roses adorning the very bottom of the dress. Lace covers the satin over the top giving the dress a more delicate look. There’s a skinny ribbon winding around the waist where the bottom flows out around my lower body. I’m in love. This is my dress. 

Walking out of the changing room, I find Harper waiting in her seat with a glass of orange juice in her hand. Stepping up on the small pedestal in front of more mirrors, I turn to face my best friend. Her eyes bulge out of her head and a smile breaks out on her face. 

“This is the dress, isn’t it?” she asks me, standing up and setting her glass down to make her way closer to me. 

“This is the one. I love it Harper. Do you think the guys will like it?” I ask, a slight bit of uncertainty filling my voice. 

“The guys are going to lose their minds when they see you wearing this dress. You are absolutely stunning, Oakliegh. Now imagine yourself with your hair done and make-up highlighting your eyes and lips. You’re going to be the most beautiful bride anyone’s ever seen,” she tells me honestly, stepping up to wrap me in a hug as a lone tear slides down my face. 

“This is the dress you want?” Darla asks, a smile on her face.

“It is.”

“Perfect. As soon as I saw it when you walked in this morning, I knew you had to try it on. I just wanted to make sure you tried others on before this one. To make sure you really knew you were choosing the dress you want more than anything,” Darla tells me, excitement filling the air around the three of us. 

Walking back in the dressing room, Darla helps me out of the dress and carefully hangs it back up before whisking it away so they can do their thing. I really don’t need many alterations to the dress at this point because of the laces going up the back. Maybe shortening it a small amount so I don’t end up face planting as I walk down the aisle. That shouldn’t be too hard to do though. 

Once I’m dressed in my own dress again, I go to leave the dressing room. My stomach pitches and I know I’m about to lose what little breakfast I managed to eat. Looking around for a bathroom, I race toward the door I manage to spot. I barely make it to the toilet in time. Getting sick has always been something I hate doing. Today, it’s even worse as I get rid of the little food I managed to eat before dry heaving. This is the absolute worst. Tears slide down my face as strands of hair manage to fall out of the messy bun I threw it up in earlier. 

When I finally manage to stop getting sick, I flush the toilet, wash my hands, and then splash some cold water on my face. I’m pale as hell and have that sickly appearance to me. I guess I’m not doing anything other than going home and heading back to bed. Hopefully this is one of those twenty-four hour things and I didn’t manage to get the bug that I’m sure has been going around. 

“Are you okay, Oakliegh?” Harper asks once I leave the bathroom as she hands me my coat to put on.

“Not really. I’m sorry,” I apologize to her and Darla. 

“It’s okay sweetheart. I’ve got the dress all taken care of. Get some rest and I’ll give you a call when it’s time for you to come back in for the final fitting. Mr. Vanderwalt already has a card on file and told me to charge him as soon as you made your decision. Everything is taken care of. You don’t worry about a thing. Get some rest and I’ll talk to you soon,” Darla says, walking Harper and I to the front door and holding it open for us.

Thanking her again, I let Harper link our arms together as we make our way back toward campus. Despite it being cold out, this walk is exactly what I need today. The chill in the air helps take away the sweat covering my body. I’m still shaking from getting sick and just want to slide in bed. 

“What’s going on with you, Oakliegh?” Harper finally asks me once the gates of the university fill my vision. 

“I probably have a small bug or something. I’ll be okay in a day or two,” I answer her.

“Are you sure that’s what’s going on? When’s the last time you had a period? Could you be pregnant?” she presses, not letting me get away from her when I try to pull my arm away.

“I don’t know, Harper. It’s a possibility. I’ve had sex with Zander and Hendrix and we didn’t use anything. I’m not on birth control because it wasn’t a top priority when I was living on the street. It’s not like I was preparing to come here and start having sex with the guys. Or be with them at all.”

“Okay. We’ll go back to the house in a few minutes. Let’s make a pit stop at the dorm room we started out with,” Harper says, turning us in that direction as soon as we’re through the gate. 

I don’t say anything else as my mind spins with the possibility of being pregnant. This isn’t even something we’ve really talked about. I don’t know if the guys want kids. I mean, they know I’m not on anything, and have assured me we’ll handle the consequences of our actions, but that can mean so many different things. I’m just not sure if I’m ready to be a mom when my own life isn’t sorted yet. Hell, I’m not even out of school yet. 

Harper unlocks the door of the dorm room we started out sharing and leads me straight to the bathroom. Opening one of the drawers under the sink, she pulls out a two-pack of pregnancy tests. Leaving me alone to do my thing, I carefully read the instructions before doing what I need to do. I unroll some toilet paper and place it on the counter before setting the tests down on it. Now, I just have to wait for a few minutes to see if our lives are about to change or if I really do have a stomach bug. 
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