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CHAPTER 1
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Mason Rilley

RULE NO. 1: LEARN TO hate every moment she’s around.

I scanned the crowd, looking for my sister who’d texted me that she’d arrived. It was one of the quieter nights at ClubParty, not exactly packed, but still plenty of people were dancing on the floor, wrapped in artificial fog, blinding lights, and loud music. I normally wouldn’t have even left the office if it weren’t for Megan’s visit, though her unexpected appearance didn’t bother me.

Ever since she and Lukas got together, most of my worries about my sister had vanished. My friend had always been a first-class asshole, but he wasn’t even in the same league as the idiots Megan had dated before. I had the impression my sister had inherited the entire family’s share of “bad picker” genes that should have been divided among all of us, because there hadn’t been a single boyfriend of hers who was worth a damn—it was incredible! That changed last summer, when the two of them started looking out for each other and she moved to San Francisco.

My life was better with Megan around, even if there wasn’t a lick of sense in that pretty head of hers.

When I got tired of searching for her in the crowd, I circled through the inside of the club to reach the main bar. That way, she’d be able to find me easily.

“Feeling artistic tonight, boss?” Isaac asked, an excited grin on his face.

The kid was only nineteen and worked to support himself at Berkeley. I’d taught him everything I knew, and in a few months he was mixing drinks better than me. Not that I was some great example of a bartender, but like him, I’d also had to work my way through college. Looking at the kid, I could almost see the Mason from eleven years ago, who took whatever he had and found a way to make it better.

“Just passing the time, partner.” I grabbed a rag from under the counter and slung it over my shoulder.

“The redhead over there looks willing to pass a lot of time with you.” I smirked when Isaac lifted his chin, pointing at someone behind me.

I turned with the same expression plastered on my face and approached the girl. Over time, I’d learned that the magic happens at the bar counter, and if the girl shows enough interest, you get an extra combo: order a drink and get her wet as a bonus.

It’s a good deal for both parties.

“Welcome, beautiful!” I leaned my hands on the bar, flexing my muscles and noticing her gaze slowly drifting to the exposed parts of my body. The tank top left my arms completely bare. I wasn’t all that, but I had a workout routine and managed to stay in shape. “What’ll you have tonight?”

The brown eyes returned to mine and slowly, the redhead smiled.

“That depends on what you have to offer me.”

Ooh!

She’s hot and she’s got game. Looks like I hit the combo this time.

I opened my mouth to return the flirtation. The line was almost out, and I could already picture myself leaving here tonight with some good company, until (holy shit, I still can’t believe this actually happened) she appeared.

“Ooh, you better run, girl! He’s got a tiny dick, kisses like a dead fish, and wakes up with breath that’ll knock you out. Seriously!” The pest widened her eyes, while I stood there stunned by the interruption. “Looks can be so deceiving, can’t they?” Violet sighed dramatically, as if she were nailing her fucking little performance.

“Violet!” I hissed through clenched teeth, feeling my blood race ten times faster through my veins, a good portion of it pooling in my head.

I was going to kill that bitch!

“I...” I heard the redhead’s voice from far away, noticing out of the corner of my eye her head turning back and forth, alternating between me and the brat standing beside her. “My friends are calling me,” she said, standing up to flee.

I really wanted to stop and explain that Violet was just messing with me, joking, or whatever the hell this spawn of Satan wanted to do to me, since she wouldn’t leave me alone. However, my whole body was on high alert, my palms were sweating, and my chest was heaving. Visions of an unhinged Mason vaulting over the bar and showing this pain in the ass who kisses badly and has a tiny dick flashed through my mind and were gone just as quickly.

Who would she even compare me to, anyway? The gilded cage she grew up in, full of pampering, protection, and flattery, hadn’t prepared her for the real world. And certainly not for me.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I shouted, even though I didn’t need to. The club was perfectly designed for the acoustics to be lower in this part of the hall. People didn’t need to yell to place their orders, or even to have a conversation on this side.

She slowly rested her arms on the bar, leaning toward me, while her lips and tongue worked the gum I’d only just noticed.

“By ‘here,’” her slender fingers curled in front of my face, making air quotes, “do you mean the club or San Francisco?”

Actually, really and truly, I wanted to ask what she was doing in my life. Fuck! If I’d known that putting up with your best friend’s little sister would be such an outrageous, humiliating, and exhausting task, I would have spared Lukas all the years I kept him close to Megan.

Back then I even thought it was funny, and now I’m paying for it. With some seriously fucking abusive interest!

“Both, funny girl.” More like spawn of the devil. “What are you doing here, in this city, on this planet, for that matter?”

The bitch laughed.

I didn’t get why at first, but she seemed happy to piss me off.

It had been like that since the first time we officially met. I’d seen her a few times as a kid, but we’d never actually spoken. Natalie seemed to have a certain kind of overprotectiveness about her, because, as Lukas used to say: she didn’t “mix.” Last 4th of July holiday, things changed when Violet came to spend a few days with her brother.

Modesty aside, I was good with people. They naturally liked me, but this brat got on my fucking nerves until I’d had enough. And I thought my sister was impossible... what a mistake!

“Cat got your fucking tongue?” I insisted, seeing she still wore that expression of superiority.

Irritating!

So fucking irritating!

“Kindergarten joke?” she taunted, the smile still plastered on her face.

“To match your age, baby!”

I puffed out my chest as I saw her face flush. I was starting to get under her skin. That was good, but I was still pissed.

“Fuck you!”

“I was about to, before you interrupted me, you—”

“Easy, Mason!” Isaac stopped beside me, trying to salvage the situation. “Do you want to order a drink, Vi?”

Vi?

What the fuck kind of familiarity was that?

I turned my attention to him with a frown and saw his expression wilt.

“Actually, no.” She raised both eyebrows at the bartender and then turned her eyes back to me again.

“Then why the hell are you here, Violet?” I asked, trying to sound less furious. Trying and failing.

“They haven’t told you anything yet, have they?” The brat seemed thoughtful for a moment, but soon it vanished, replaced by the old, irritating, petulant Violet as usual.

“Told me? Told me what?” I frowned, confused.

Honestly?

I wish I hadn’t understood.

I really wish I hadn’t received that fucking news. But it came, and it went down my throat with a bitterness that was out of this world.

“I live here now.”

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Violet West

DEAR DIARY, MY DAY was total shit... well, not entirely.

From the hallway where the dressing rooms and offices were, I could hear Mason yelling.

“You could have at least warned me!” He sounded pissed, while I stifled a laugh, careful not to draw their attention. “And you let that pest run loose around here. Do you know what she did?”

“Mason, take it easy!” Megan said, in a scolding tone.

“‘Take it easy?’” Was that a growl I just heard? “She shows up at the bar and tells a complete stranger I have a small dick, and I’m the one who needs to take it easy?” I brought my hand to my mouth and nose, covering them.

I shouldn’t even have been there, so giving myself away would ruin all the fun.

I had a hard time understanding this satisfaction in pissing someone off so much. I even forgot the sadness and all the problems I had when I saw that handsome face filled with shock earlier at the club’s bar.

What a scene, my friends!

Mason was a cutie. A total asshole, stuck-up cutie, but a cutie nonetheless. However, I felt absolutely nothing for him besides rage.

It all started a little over a year ago, when Lukas invited me to spend the holiday in San Francisco. I’d loved how close we’d become, and Megan just made everything even better. She was awesome! As soon as I arrived, I found out that my sister-in-law’s brother was the one waiting for me at the airport, since I ended up arriving a few hours later than planned.

The first time I saw a picture of him, there was a brief moment where I remember thinking those bright eyes and friendly smile were handsome. However, when I met him, I realized things weren’t going to be so easy. For starters, he seemed impatient and very annoyed to be waiting for me, and then having to entertain me for a few hours until Lukas could get away from the construction site.

He was rude and didn’t even offer to carry my bags. Okay, the suitcases had wheels, but a real man would have done the courtesy of dragging them.
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A Little Over A Year Ago, In The Summer

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU can’t come?” I almost whined into the phone to Lukas. I’d never traveled alone before; in fact, I was never allowed to go very far without someone nearby.

“Calm down, sis, I asked Mason to pick you up.”

“Mason?” I raised my eyebrows, dodging people as I exited the baggage claim area.

“Yeah, my friend, Megan’s brother.” I didn’t even know she had a brother... “He’s waiting for you at Starbucks. I’ll send you a picture so you can spot him.”

“Okay...” I agreed, even though I didn’t like it one bit.

I wasn’t big on meeting people this way, or on someone doing me a favor. It made me uncomfortable.

I dragged my suitcases to the coffee shop and checked my phone, seeing my brother and his friend in the picture. The moment I laid eyes on that friendly smile, I even thought the two of us might get along, since he looked charming. But I couldn’t have been more wrong.

It was impossible not to recognize him. However, unlike the friendliness he seemed to have in the picture, a grumpy Mason was sitting with a laptop in front of him. He didn’t even look up when I approached, but I gave him a chance anyway and decided to speak first.

“Hi, I’m—”

“Violet,” he finished my sentence, not letting me finish speaking. “I know who you are.”

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, feeling uncomfortable with his indifference.

“And you’re Mason...” I said slowly, disappointed, more to myself than to him.

I would have preferred to spend five hours in the airport lounge than deal with my brother’s best friend’s bad attitude, but he was what I had.

Finally, he decided to look up, and immediately narrowed his eyes, as if there was something wrong with me. I looked away, not wanting him to see the mix of feelings churning inside me.

That’s exactly how I always felt at home: out of place, wrong, inadequate... I’d always had a very specific way of dealing with it when it came to my dad and stepmom, but here, with a guy I didn’t know, all I could feel was the blow to my chest, that old, familiar feeling of being in the wrong place, of being a way he didn’t expect me to be.
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“WILL YOU ALL SHUT THE fuck up?” I was jerked back from my memories when Jeff’s voice cut over everyone else’s in the office, and a terrifying silence followed, until he spoke again: “I knew I still had some pull in this shitshow.”

I stifled a laugh when the lawyer celebrated. I could just imagine the murderous expressions on the others in the room. Jeff was my favorite among them, not counting my brother, of course!

“Ah, fuck you!” Mason cursed, still sounding pissed, but then went quiet again.

“Dude, why the fuck are you so pissed off?” Jeff asked again. “Your reaction is completely irrational, considering nothing, absolutely nothing, ever gets under your skin.”

“Violet and I talked, Mason. She agreed to stop provoking you.” My brother came to my defense, his voice still the calmest in that room. “And it’s been almost a year since you two first met. I’m sure she’s matured a bit since then.”

Hmm, silly boy!

Mason’s dry laugh pierced my brain, as if he were laughing inside my head. I definitely hated that sound.

“Do you actually believe that?” he asked after the hysterical laugh, and a few more seconds of silence followed. “Last time I ended up in the hospital, Lukas! I think now she can finish me off for good.”

“We already explained it was an accident.” Megan’s exhausted voice cut over her brother’s. “I think you’re just jealous, and I get it, but Vi is harmless, Mason.”

“She’s my sister, man. I know it was just the two of us for a long time, but Violet is part of my life, and you don’t have to like her, just establish a decent coexistence, like...” Lukas stopped himself, leaving me intrigued.

“You were going to compare him and your sister to you and Megan, weren’t you?” Jeff put my doubts into words.

“One thing has absolutely nothing to do with the other,” Mason said, cutting the conversation short. “Besides, you two never really got along before—”

“Finish the sentence, for hell’s sake. We’re all adults, you can admit out loud that Lukas has your sister for lunch and dinner every damn day.” The lawyer’s lewd tone made me grimace in disgust.

“You’re disgusting,” Megan shot back.

“Would you prefer I use other terms?”

“Jeff, shut the fuck up!” Lukas said categorically, letting out a long sigh afterward. “I’m not sending my sister away, Mason.”

“I know you’re not,” Mr. Grumpy replied, leaving me intrigued by his peaceful tone. “But that doesn’t mean I’ll agree with all the shit she pulls.”

“Fine.”

“And Violet can’t keep coming to the club alone whenever she wants, because she’s not even old enough for it.”

If I remember correctly, Lukas and Mason did worse things when they turned eighteen, but I couldn’t. What a jerk!

“Okay...” Lukas agreed, far too easily for my taste.

Everyone fell silent for a while, and my mind started wandering through the possibilities. What would the idiot demand now as a condition?

And why the hell could Mason make demands and I couldn’t?

“So, I guess it’s all settled.”

“If it’s not, it will be...” I rolled my eyes at my brother’s words.

I didn’t move here to make Mason’s life hell. In fact, the only reason I was in San Francisco now was because my dear father gave me an ultimatum: either I did what he wanted, or I wouldn’t spend another day under the same roof as the West family. I don’t think I need to say how that ended, given my current situation.

I pushed off the wall just as the door opened and they filed out of the office. There was no time to run or hide, and they didn’t even seem surprised to see me there. My brother gave me a condescending wink, Megan tried to hold back a sideways smile but failed. Mason didn’t even look at me, checking something on his iPhone. Imbecile!

And Jeff was grinning from ear to ear, as if we were all missing a great joke that only his Machiavellian mind was privy to.

“Welcome to San Francisco, short stuff.”

I narrowed my eyes, not understanding the intention behind his words; still, I accepted the greeting with a nod.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Violet West

DEAR DIARY, I HATE Mason Rilley!

It was still early when we entered my brother’s apartment downtown. The single suitcase I’d managed to bring was still sitting in the doorway of the guest room... my room. Getting used to the life and pace of things here wasn’t going to be easy, but I’d try. Apparently, it was just me for myself now, and that shouldn’t hurt as much as it did.

“I’m going to take a shower and go to bed,” I told Lukas and Megan, feeling a need to be alone and to give the two of them some privacy.

“Don’t you want to eat something first?” my brother asked.

“I’m not hungry,” I tried to smile, stretching my lips, “just a little tired, that’s all.”

“Sleep well, then.” Megan smiled, taking off her denim jacket and hanging it by the door. “Oh, and don’t mind Mason’s bullshit. He still hasn’t gotten over that whole cinnamon thing,” she added, but then reconsidered and went on, “And the salt in the coffee...”

“It’s fine, Meg. The feeling is mutual,” I said with a little laugh, already moving through the living room. “See you tomorrow,” I said, before dragging the suitcase into the room and closing the door behind me.

I turned the key, finally letting down all the walls I’d built around myself so no one could see my wounds. In the silence of my new refuge, the only sound I could hear was my own pounding heart, which ached with every beat. My breathing began to feel heavy, and all the tears I’d held back this whole time finally streamed down my face.

It was a bitter feeling, a pain that seemed to want to tear a piece of me away.

I felt disposable. Inadequate. Replaceable.

That and a dozen other awful emotions were enough to knock me off my feet.

It wasn’t just the fact that they’d kicked me out the first time I disagreed with a decision about my own life. It was the indifference I saw in my father’s eyes when he said I could leave, and then the harshest words he could possibly say to me: You should have died in her place.

I really would rather have died than hear something like that.

I was always taught to be grateful that Natalie had raised me as her own since I was a baby, and that bound me to many of her wishes. Dad made a point of emphasizing how much I looked like my mother and how much he wished she were still alive, but he’d never actually said he wished I didn’t exist, even though that feeling had always been lurking somewhere in my subconscious.

In my head, that was also why Lukas had distanced himself from our family. I grew up thinking he hated me for not having a mother around, even though no one ever said it in so many words; it was just the feeling in the air whenever my older brother’s name came up. That feeling began to dissolve a little over two years ago, at Thomas’s wedding, and since then the two of us have been closer.

And now I’ve ended up here...

As soon as I left home and told him what happened, he found me a place to stay and started arranging my ticket. I spent three days with Megan’s mom in San Diego and came here with only Vanilla, my ferret who was now sleeping in the small cage I’d managed to bring, and the clothes in the little suitcase I’d packed. It wasn’t much, but at least the essentials to start over.

I opened my suitcase in the middle of the room and grabbed a comfortable little dress before going into the bathroom connected to the room. It felt so good to let the tears flow freely, without having to maintain that posture of someone who doesn’t care. It hurt to be kicked out of the place I’d called home my whole life; it hurt even more that they didn’t even worry about whether I was okay, sheltered, or fed. At the first opportunity, they really did turn their backs on me.

Was I really so unbearable that they couldn’t stand me anymore?

And should it really hurt this much?
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I WOKE UP TO THE VIBRATION of my phone under the pillow. I couldn’t even remember at what point between crying, lamenting, and wallowing in self-pity I’d finally fallen asleep. At least I got some rest, since it had been impossible to sleep well for the last three days.

I turned off the alarm, which went off every day at eight in the morning, and sat up in bed to sleep a little longer in an upright position before the phone woke me again.

My head drooped and my chin found a very uncomfortable spot on my bony shoulder, but that’s how I woke up again when the device vibrated in my hand. I sighed, rubbing my eyes and dragging myself out of bed.

“Oh, fuck!” I swore, tripping over the suitcase I myself had opened in the middle of the room.

“Violet?” Lukas’s voice came from the hallway. “Everything okay in there?”

“Yes!” I shouted back, with little patience to explain myself.

“Okay...” he murmured, and soon after his footsteps faded away.

I did my morning routine, changed out of my pajamas, and put some food in Vanilla’s cage before leaving the room. I needed to let him out around the house a bit, or take him for a walk in the street later; at some point he’d destroy his own home looking for something to do. At least he slept like a log, even during the day.

“You know that’s not fair...” I heard my brother’s voice as I approached the kitchen. “She didn’t do anything wrong, Dad, just something you don’t approve of.”

I crept slowly through the living room, trying not to draw his attention, but I failed. Lukas nodded at me, as if giving me permission to join him. He was in the kitchen, behind the counter.

“I’d better hang up,” my brother said through gritted teeth, his face twisted with anger, and I grimaced, wondering if I even wanted to know what the old man had said to make him so furious.

We stared at each other for a few seconds after he ended the call. I was still considering whether it was a good idea to ask, but I took the chance anyway:

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“He told me they saw you kissing a girl.” My face must have turned crimson, a color that rarely appeared, but I wasn’t comfortable discussing my sexuality with my brother. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it wasn’t any of your business...” I tried not to sound rude, but it was pretty obvious. “Would it have changed anything if I had told you?”

“Of course not. I just thought he’d kicked you out for wanting to study music, and I tried to defend you.” My brother sounded offended by the accusation, but his answer also eased my alert state a little. “I was just surprised, especially since that served as his motivation to send you away from home.”

“Did he tell you to kick me out too?” I asked, curling my lip into a sideways smile.

“How did you know?”

“He said if I went after Thomas, he’d find a way to throw me out on the street,” I recounted with a certain disdain, hiding how much that hurt.

“That’s insane.” Lukas shook his head, incredulous.

“I think I’m bisexual,” I said, before the question could come up. “When I was here last year, I didn’t know I was attracted to women yet. Actually, it’s still confusing for me.” I blushed again as I admitted it.

It was just a high school farewell party and an attraction to someone I’d never even seen before. It just happened. Before that, I’d only ever been attracted to boys, as far as I could remember.

Faith was four years older and gave me the most intense fucking orgasm I’d ever had. Not that I had much to compare it to, but she was good.

“You don’t owe me any explanations, Violet,” he said while opening the fridge and taking out a container of yogurt. “And you shouldn’t be ashamed.” He slid the container toward me and opened a drawer, taking out a spoon and placing it next to it. “Better eat something. I didn’t see you eat yesterday.”

My last meal had been breakfast at the airport, but I hadn’t felt hungry for the rest of the day.

“Thanks...” I said, opening the container and starting to eat slowly with the spoon. “I went to tell him about Berkeley. I didn’t imagine things would end up this way.”

I’d waited until the last second to talk to him. After not even getting close to getting into Juilliard or UCLA, Berkeley was my best option. I had the money from my mother’s inheritance, since I’d turned eighteen just before the application period ended, and that helped me do everything under the radar. At no point did anyone ask me where or what I intended to study. In fact, they didn’t pay attention to me unless I showed up doing something wrong or they wanted to pose as a united, happy family.

“I figured...” Lukas nodded slowly. “I didn’t expect things to get so complicated, but I wish I’d been there when the argument happened.”

“It was very sudden. There was no way to know everything would turn into such a storm so quickly.” I shrugged, trying to sound indifferent. “And I didn’t want to cause you trouble, but I didn’t know who else to call.”

“Dad and I have always had problems.”

“Which are now going to be a thousand times worse. He hates it when people disagree with him.”

“And that’s what I’ve always done, little sister.”

I looked at his face, which was very different from mine, searching for any regret about letting me stay here.

“Can I really live with you guys?”

“Of course you can, Violet!”

It was too late to get a spot in the university dorms, and I didn’t know anyone willing to split rent with me—not that I had the money for that anyway. Rent was expensive, and spending the only money I had could hurt me at some point. The university was paid annually, and there was no way I could save that much money so quickly.

“I promise I’ll try not to be too much of a bother, and my classes start in a month.”

I needed to find a way to make money as soon as possible, since I didn’t plan on asking my brother for money, and I no longer had Dad’s unlimited cards to go shopping at the mall or to the pharmacy when I needed something.

“Want the truth?” Lukas asked, tilting his head a little, and I nodded, attentive. “I’m happy you’re here, even under these circumstances. Before, I felt a little guilty for missing a part of your life, and now I can teach you to drive and take you to your first day of class.”

I wrinkled my nose when he mentioned taking me to class. Wasn’t that a little too kindergarten?

“What?” he questioned, arching an eyebrow.

“I already know how to drive,” I told him, stretching my lips in an apology. “Thomas taught me.”

I almost didn’t say that last part, since the two of them had quite a feud, which I was far from understanding and also from questioning.

“Why do you know how to drive but don’t have a license yet?”

“I don’t know!” I shrugged, finishing my food. I’d never really thought about it, actually. They also never let me go anywhere without the driver, so what would I do with a license?

After seeing how free Lukas was here, I began to understand a little of why he lived apart from all of us.

I was never allowed to go out alone, to parks, or to play at my friends’ houses. I only went to the movies after I was fifteen, and that was when they started letting me go out “alone” with the family driver, if he was available; otherwise, I could lie in my room and cry.

I made up any excuse to spend more time at school, since it was the only place they allowed me to be alone.

I couldn’t get a ride with anyone, go to libraries, have a dog, or walk down the street by myself. At some point I must have wondered if that was overprotection or excessive control, but I never knew the answer.

I finished eating and went to the room to get my diary. I liked to write a little every morning, and whenever it was impossible to sleep at night, I used to put into words everything I was thinking, which was nothing more than some nonsense, but it helped me clear my mind. It was an old habit, advice from the teacher who taught me to read and write. She made us write a short text every morning about how our day had started, and since then I’d adopted the diary as part of my existence.

Lukas stayed on the sofa, fiddling with his phone, and I occupied the counter, keeping him in my sight, but I wasn’t paying attention to what my brother was doing. I remembered Vanilla, the walk I’d take him on, and the need to let him out around the house later. I’d only adopted the little guy seven months ago; he was still a baby, but unsupervised he had the potential to cause some real damage. I opened my mouth to bring it up, but the door swung open and Mason appeared.

As always, showing up at the most inopportune moments.

“Good morning, family!” the idiot said cheerfully, as if he hadn’t been throwing a fit the night before.

“Good morning,” Lukas replied, and I stayed quiet and lowered my eyes, focusing on the open diary in front of me.

I wrote the date with my favorite pink pen and wrote “Dear diary...”

“Look at that, you’ve got the kid coloring while the adults work,” I sighed when he provoked, and before firing back, I finished the sentence I was writing:

“Dear Diary, I hate Mason Rilley.”

​
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CHAPTER 4
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Mason Rilley

RULE NO. 2: WHENEVER possible, look away. She is dangerous.

Just Over A Year Ago, In The Summer

“YOU HAVE GOT TO BE kidding me!” I said, incredulous, to a worried Lukas on the other end of the line.

“I’m not, man... She’s flying alone for the first time, she’s only seventeen, and her flight got delayed. I was supposed to pick her up this morning, but she’s only just landing. You might not watch the news, but you’ve gotta have heard the crazy stories about girls who vanish into thin air...” I rolled my eyes, tired of his phone rant. “It wasn’t easy convincing Dad to let her come. Can you imagine if he finds out I left her alone at the airport?”

“So you want me to drop everything I’m doing right now to go pick up your teenage sister outside the city?” I said calmly, as if it weren’t a real problem. It shouldn’t have been, really, but today—specifically today—it was a fucking problem. “And where am I supposed to put her?” I asked, curious.

“Can’t she just stay with you for a few hours?”

Goddammit, Lukas, I could seriously kill you right now...

I glanced at my laptop screen, where tabs were opening and closing without my input. The maintenance tech seemed to be having trouble fixing the bug, since we’d been at it for over an hour. But I had a project due by the end of the day for a very important client. Failure wasn’t an option, and if the IT guy couldn’t sort this shit out, I was getting a new computer.

I worked until three in the morning yesterday and everything seemed fine, until I booted up the laptop this morning and the screen froze on the desktop. I couldn’t even adjust the volume, and the touchpad was dead.

“You have no idea how much I hate you right now,” I sighed, anxious and irritated. “What time does she land?”

“One p.m.” I had two hours to get to the airport. It was possible, at least... “I won’t be able to get out of here until six, but I think Megan gets off work at four today.”

The idea of using my sister’s laptop crossed my mind the moment he mentioned her, but my programs were usually way heavier than the software she used for drawing. I needed something more powerful. Instead of solving my problem, I’d probably just create one for Megan.

“I’ll take my laptop to Starbucks and wait there.”

“Dude... I owe you one.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I’ll collect, you son of a bitch.” Lukas laughed before saying goodbye, probably thinking I was joking.

I might have been joking, but he had no idea how chaotically my day had started, and it had only gotten worse. Still, he’d always been there for me when I needed him. That’s what friends do, after all.

There was only one problem with my trip from home to the airport: if I shut the laptop, I’d interrupt the fucking diagnostic, and the nerdy guy would have to start all over again. I couldn’t even tweak the settings to disable hibernation when I closed the lid, so I left it open on the passenger seat and hit the gas, taking the shortest, fastest route, praying the battery wouldn’t die in the process.

I hit traffic, obviously, and the twenty-five-minute trip stretched to fifty. My battery didn’t last, and neither did my patience. When I finally sat down in the coffee shop and found a free outlet to plug in my computer, the whole goddamn process Corey had started earlier needed a reboot.

I watched as the whole damn thing restarted. If it needed a full reformat, I’d definitely lose my shit today. Of course I backed up all my projects to the cloud, but when I finished editing the last one in the early hours, I didn’t think a few hours of sleep would lead to such a disaster.

When she arrived, the diagnostic was almost at 100%, and I didn’t bother looking up to see her.

97%...

“Hi, I’m—”

98%...

“Violet. I know who you are.”

99%...

99%...

99%...

For fuck’s sake, does this ever end?

“And you’re Mason,” she said, sounding sad.

99%...

Her tone caught my attention, and when I finally looked at her, I narrowed my eyes, confused.

I’d expected a teenager. Maybe someone with a Yorkshire terrier and a Mickey Mouse t-shirt, a pink suitcase and a matching iPhone. The girl standing in front of me did not match my expectations.

She was beautiful, with large, expressive eyes, a fine, proportionate nose and chin, and slightly full cheeks that gave her an almost angelic air. Her long hair was the same honey shade as her eyes. I couldn’t help but notice.

Her little black top ended just above her navel, stopping short of her wide-leg pants of the same color. I stopped noticing details about her when my brain started firing multiple alerts that despite this appearance, she was only seventeen. A CHILD!

“They’ve talked about me to you,” I arched an eyebrow, genuinely curious now.

“Yes.” The girl sighed again. “It’s like they say... Build a goddamn pony, but don’t build expectations.”

I tilted my head, surprised by her indirect jab, but before I could say anything, my phone buzzed on the table and I shifted my attention to it:

Corey: Error.

I checked the screen. There was a diagnostic failure message.

Holy shit...

Corey: Restarting, but it’d be more efficient if you came to the store.

I took a quick glance at the girl in front of me, who was now seated and whose attention was everywhere in the coffee shop except on me. Could I drag her to the mall and force her to wait for me? Yes, I could.

“Let’s go,” I informed her, watching Corey restart the diagnostic process again as I yanked the charger from the outlet and packed up my laptop.

One moment I was looking down, focused on the cable in my hand, the next, I had to catch the little table as it tipped forward, sending the coffee cup tumbling, spilling its entire contents all over my keyboard and a good portion onto me.

“Oh my God!” I looked at her as soon as the exclamation left her mouth, and her eyes looked like they might pop out of their sockets they were so wide.

It didn’t take long for the laptop screen to go black, of course. The stinging burn from the hot liquid on my leg wasn’t nearly as bothersome as my fucking computer, which was now probably good for nothing.

“You’d better start praying right now!”

If my SSD was fried, Lukas was going to have to pull a project out of his ass to be delivered by the end of the day.

[image: ]

Present Day

“CAN’T YOU JUST SEND her off to university and give her a monthly allowance?” I said, after Violet left the living room with her fucking narrow hips swaying from side to side while her perky ass moved right in my line of sight.

I detested her.

We were enemies.

She hated me, thank God...

“No. I want her close by,” Lukas stated calmly as he continued working on his computer.

Our meetings were pretty common, since my company had several joint projects with his, so we were almost always in touch, but he preferred I come to his apartment because it was more spacious. Since I lived just a block away, it didn’t bother me.

Before... before it didn’t bother me. Now, with her here all the time, I was probably going to lose my shit at some point.

“What for?” My voice came out sharper and louder than I’d planned. The question had already left my lips when my best friend slowly lifted his eyes from the screen, fixing his gaze on my face with one eyebrow raised.

He didn’t say anything for 5... 14... 23... 32...

Yes, I was counting.

Seventy-nine seconds, almost eighty later, the bastard finally decided to move from his position.

All I could think was how someone could stay so still in one position for so long as he closed the laptop and placed it on the coffee table in the center of the room. Then Lukas turned to me, assessing me for another short moment before asking:

“How long are you planning to act like a teenager?”

If it had been a punch, it would have hurt my ego less, I swear!

“I’m not the one acting like a teenager here, man. You’re the one who brought the teenager to live under your roof,” I replied calmly, careful not to show my annoyance.

“First of all, you need to stop talking like having her here is a problem, Mason.” He was irritated, and fuck it, it wasn’t my job to make him happy. “She’s my sister. I’d take her in even if she’d chosen to come live with me for no other reason, and I know damn well you’d do the same for Megan.”

“Of course, I practically raised Megan,” I countered, frowning at him.

Even though my sister, most of the time, had sharp, rude comebacks for Lukas, either my mom or I were always around to tell her how far she could go, even though the creature always crossed the line. In their case, every time his little sister pulled some stunt, there was always a reason that justified it.

Violet was never wrong.

She was a little devil. A hot little devil, but still the reincarnation of my worst nightmares and the price for all my sins.

“And I should have been there for her, you know!” His voice overpowered mine; maybe the neighbors upstairs and downstairs heard. “I was there every time you dropped off and picked up Megan from school, I took her to the park with you, I helped build the little table she drew at, and I held the ladder when you wanted to hang another one of her drawings around the house.”

“I can’t believe you’re throwing all this in my face now...”

“Fuck, for an extremely rational person, you’re acting like an idiot.” He waved a hand, and I thought he was going to run it through his hair like he usually did, but Lukas took a deep breath and spoke again: “I just feel guilty, Mason. I left to chase my dreams and left her alone with the wolves. Do you get it?”

Understanding hit me like a brick to the head.

I had no idea he felt this way, since we’d never talked about it. I knew he tried to get closer to his sister, but I didn’t know there was a wound in that effort.

I was there when Megan was little. I protected her, did my homework at the kitchen table beside her while Lukas waited to play video games. I taught her to kick guys right in the balls and I suffered like hell when I moved away to study at Berkeley. Lukas must have heard me crying drunk one night, and the next day he didn’t question why, but deep down my friend knew I missed my mom and sister... while he had no one to go back to except little Violet.

I leaned back, putting my hands behind my head, staring at the white ceiling and thinking of what to say to ease his tension and mine.

“You had to go,” I started slowly. “I had to leave too, and you know how much that hurt.”

“At the time I didn’t feel it.” His voice was lower now. “I convinced myself it wasn’t my obligation and moved on. All I wanted was to get out of that house.”

“And it wasn’t your obligation, Lukas.”

“It also wasn’t your obligation to wake up early and take your sister to school so your mom could sleep a few more hours when you hadn’t even rested yourself.” That went down hard in my throat.

I did everything for them. Lukas knew. He saw.

He saw all the moments I sacrificed, all the sleepless nights when Megan had a fever or Mom had compulsive crying fits and couldn’t calm down. Every time I pulled her out of the mud, he knew. He was the only one who understood, the only person I could vent to.

“I don’t want to go back there, Mason,” Lukas spoke again, regretting his previous words, “but don’t judge me for wanting to do for Violet even one percent of what you did for your mom and sister.”

“I would never judge you for that, man.”

“And you need to stop complaining in my ear, too.” Of course, now he had demands...

“You’re gonna need earplugs, Lukas, because I’m gonna complain.” I turned my face to him, sounding convinced. “Violet isn’t going to stop bothering me, and I’m not going to act like she’s special and untouchable.”

“You should stop acting all zen and adorable, too.” Violet’s voice erupted in my head, reverberating through my neurons like a goddamn plague. “Everyone’s already figured out you’re hiding something behind that fake ‘good vibes’ personality of yours.”
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