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My new stepbrothers cage me in against my car.  “What’d you tell the police?” one of them demands angrily.

Jordan.  He’s the one who talks.  Jaxon is the silent one—the more menacing one.  The two of them together look like avenging angels, but while Jordan’s blue eyes blaze fiercely at me, Jaxon’s glacial stare sends icy shivers down my spine.

My nerves are already frayed from being stretched taut since yesterday.  I didn’t sleep at all last night, and I left the house at the crack of dawn to get my nerve-wracking task completed before anyone woke up and questioned my whereabouts.  The last thing I had ever expected was my stepbrothers to be up so early in the morning on a Saturday.  They party every weekend and sleep until noon.  I can’t comprehend how they know where I went and why they’ve ambushed me.

“We followed you to the police station,” Jordan snaps at me.  “What’d you tell them?”

I hadn’t wanted anyone to know, but I don’t dare refuse to tell them.  “I told them he might have killed her,” I answer in a shaky voice.

Jordan’s expression goes blank in confusion, and he glances at his brother for an explanation.  Jaxon meets his gaze but shifts it back to mine.  He finally speaks.  “What are you talking about?” he asks, his voice flat and measured.

“Vanessa,” I say, still feeling nervous as hell even though their expressions are no longer threatening.  “My friend who died.  I told them she might have been m-murdered.”  I stumble over saying it, because I don’t believe it. 

“Why do you think that?” Jaxon queries.  It’s the most he’s said to me in the entire two months we’ve been living together.

“I explained it all to the police,” I hedge, not wanting to reveal anymore.  

“Who do you think killed her?” Jordan asks me, sounding curious.

“Boyfriend,” Jaxon states.  “It’s usually the boyfriend.”

My heart constricts with guilt and regret for going to the police.  “I’m sure they’ll find out he didn’t do it.”

Jordan barks out a laugh.  “Then why’d you turn him in?”

My eyes go wide with fear at how he phrased that.  “Please don’t tell anyone about this!” 

Jordan pats my arm.  “Don’t worry, Sis.  We’ll keep your secret if you keep ours.” 

I breathe a sigh of relief.  “Absolutely, I would never tell...”  I trail off as realization dawns, and my eyes go wide again.  “Oh!  You thought I told them about...”  I don’t even dare to speak that aloud, and I shake my head vehemently.  “No, I would never tell anyone, ever!”

“You did just go to the police and accuse someone of murder,” Jaxon points out in that scarily calm manner of his.

I can feel all the blood drain out of my face as my heart stutters rapidly.  My eyes plead with him, and my voice comes out hushed with fear.  “I won’t tell anyone, I swear.”

Jaxon steps forward into my personal space, and my throat closes in terror as he lifts a hand to my face.  He runs one finger slowly down my cheek.  “Make sure that you don’t,” he says.

He steps back, and I sag against the car as he turns and walks away without another word.  Jordan smirks at me before following his brother into the house.  With their departure, the adrenaline drains out of me, and I’m suddenly exhausted.  Dragging myself into the house and up to my room, I collapse on my bed and fall immediately asleep.

I awake feeling disoriented, but I bolt out of bed when I see that it’s one o’clock in the afternoon.  I’ve never slept in so long, and I’m anxious about it even though I didn’t have any set time that I had to get up.  I feel like I’ve wasted half the day, and I rush to get ready and go downstairs.

I halt at the sight of the Knox twins having breakfast in the kitchen.  They look up at me with their vivid blue eyes, and everything comes back to me all at once.  Being trapped by them this morning in their cavernous garage, and being at the police station before that.  A knot forms in my stomach.

“Well, look at you,” Jordan says approvingly.  “Sleeping in like a normal person.  Feels good, doesn’t it?  Pretty soon you might even try having some fun.”

“I have fun,” I say defensively. 

“Really?” he challenges, that ever-present smirk starting to form on his lips.  “I thought you were the boring sister.”

I feel sick with the realization of what he is referring to, and that Harper hadn’t been lying when she bragged to me about hooking up with Jordan.  She had lamented that Jaxon had resisted her, and I had been appalled.  “They’re brothers!” I had exclaimed.  “They’re your stepbrothers!”

“They’re hot,” she had retorted.  “Don’t tell me you’re not tempted.”

“I’m not,” I had replied indignantly.  “I would never just hook up with someone.  I’m saving myself for the guy I love.”  

I had regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth, and Harper had responded like I had said them for her entertainment.  “You’re a virgin!” she had trilled.

“Shut up,” I hissed and glanced around the empty patio in paranoia that someone had overheard her.

She had laughed and shaken her head.  “Oh, Mackenzie,” she sighed.  “You’re hopeless.  Who is this guy you’re saving yourself for?  At least tell me that he’s hot.  Please don’t tell me he’s some nerd like the student council president or something.”

I quickly backtracked so she wouldn’t find out my secret.  “I was talking about the future, about the guy I’ll fall in love with in the future,” I lied.

She rolled her eyes, but at least she seemed to buy it.  “That’s pathetic.  Do you really think this guy is just waiting around until he meets you?  No,” she declared.  “He’s living his life and dating other girls while you’re sitting around at home missing out on being with other guys.  That’s stupid!”

“I don’t want anyone else,” I replied without thinking and realized my mistake when she narrowed her eyes at me.

“There is someone!” she proclaimed loudly.  “Who is it?”

I guiltily thought of the boy I was in love with, and my face flamed in shame.  Harper pounced on my reaction with glee.  “Ooh, your face is as red as a tomato!  He must be hot if thinking about him is making you blush like that.  Has he kissed you yet?”

“No!” I exclaimed as I sprang from my chair.  “There’s no one,” I insisted desperately before fleeing from my sister’s nosiness.

As I darted into the house, the sight of my new stepbrothers startled me and halted me in my tracks.  They were both leaning against the wall just inside and had obviously been eavesdropping on our conversation.  Embarrassment flooded my body and flushed my skin as Jordan smirked and Jaxon just watched me with an impassive expression.

I had started for the sanctuary of my spacious new room, but walking past them was beyond me at this point.  Turning quickly away from them, I hurried in the other direction and out the front door to walk around by myself.  

That had been only a week after we had first moved in with them, and I knew just as much about them after two months of living with them as I did then.  They were gorgeous, rich, and popular, and they seemed to be able to do whatever they wanted.  I had thought that they were just taking advantage of our parents being gone on their honeymoon, but their partying had gone on unabated after their return.  I assumed that they would have to settle down once school started, but I wasn’t sure how much parental control my stepmother had over them.  My dad seemed to defer to her when it came to anything having to do with them, probably because he didn’t want to rock the boat.

We were living in their house, after all, and my stepmother had a ton more money than my dad.  This place was a mansion, and I couldn’t help feeling like we didn’t belong here.  It wasn’t like we had been poor before, but our middle-class lifestyle hadn’t prepared me for this.  My stepmother had actually apologized to me for having to share a bathroom with my sister—like I was entitled to my own bathroom.  She had offered to renovate and have one built for me, but I had refused in dismay.  

“Oh my God, no!” I had exclaimed.  “This place is amazing!  I love my room, and I don’t want you to change it.  Oh, but thank you,” I had remembered to add.  “It’s really nice of you, but everything’s perfect the way it is.”

She had looked uncertainly at Harper.  “Are you alright with sharing a bathroom?”

Harper flashed a smirk at me before turning a falsely earnest expression on our new stepmother.  “Yeah, I’m used to waiting for her to get out of the bathroom and having to pick up her dirty underwear off the floor.  It’s just part of being the big sister, I guess.  I’ve been cleaning up after her since we were kids.”

My face had turned red at her mention of dirty underwear, but I glared at her through my mortification as Jordan laughed.  “That’s not true!  You’re the slob.  Look at your room compared to mine.”

Of course, her room wasn’t a mess yet since we had just moved in that day.  There was no way for me to prove to my new stepfamily that she was lying just to embarrass me in front of them.  My dad knew the truth, but he only told us to settle down and made a comment to our stepmother about living with teenage girls.  She smiled and replied that it would be fun to have daughters to take shopping.

Harper perked up at that and forgot about messing with me.  My mind drifted to the person I used to go shopping with, and my mood turned melancholy.  Vanessa would have been ecstatic about my new situation.  She would have been more excited than I was about me living here.  I could picture her reaction to this place and imagine her sleeping over in my huge new bedroom.  She would have made it fun and made me feel less uncomfortable about being here.

“Mackenzie!”

I startled at the sound of my father calling my name and looked up to see everyone watching me.  Blinking back tears that I hadn’t realized were welling in my eyes, I focused on my dad’s strained expression.  “What?” I managed to ask through the lump in my throat.

“What’s wrong?” my stepmother asked in concern before my dad could speak.

I cleared my throat.  “Nothing.  Sorry, I’m just not hungry.  May I go to my room?” 

“Of course,” she replied, “but you should try to eat a little.”

I’d already risen from my chair, and I wasted no time in leaving the room.  I heard Harper telling her that my best friend died, and I quickly rushed away from the sound of their voices.  Instead of going up to my room, I went outside to the beach behind the house.  The lapping of the waves against the shore calmed me as I walked, and the warm sunshine brightened my mood.

As far as I was concerned, being so close to the ocean was the best part of living here.  No wonder beachfront property was so expensive.  It was amazing to be able to walk out onto the beach from your 

backyard.  The size of the house wasn’t important to me, but having direct beach access had thrilled me as much as everything else about our move had thrilled Harper.

She had squealed in the car when the mansion came into view, went into practically orgasmic bliss when we walked inside, shrieked when she saw her room, and generally embarrassed the hell out of me as our stepmother showed us around.  I was the one who gasped in delight though, when I took in the ocean view from the backyard.  Harper was exclaiming over the pool, but I drifted toward the beach like I was in a dream.

My stepmother showed me how to open the gate in the security wall with a code.  “Please don’t give it to your friends.  We prefer only family to have it.”

“Of course,” I agreed, too eager to step out onto the beach to focus on the mention of friends.  The sight of the ocean beckoned me.

“Do you surf?” my stepmother enquired.

“No,” I replied.

“My boys surf.  They can teach you if you want.”

Her boys.  I gave her a polite smile, but I would not be asking her boys to teach me anything.  I had been paired with Jaxon at the wedding, and he hadn’t spoken one word to me the entire time.  It would have been less nerve-wracking for me if he had completely ignored me while we completed our duties as bridesmaid and groomsman.  I had even been prepared to be resented and treated as an annoyance.

Jaxon, however, simply watched me with a neutral expression that gave me no clue as to what he thought of me.  It had unsettled me and kept me from even attempting to speak to him.  I had then tried to ignore him, but I had remained hyperaware of him the entire time.  I tensed up when he touched me and became incredibly nervous as he pulled me against him while we posed for pictures after the ceremony.  

He was so sure of himself and did everything without a second of hesitation, while I reached tentatively toward the arm he offered me as we were introduced at the reception and made our walk to our seats at the head table.  Jordan and Harper talked and flirted all through dinner as we sat silently beside them.  They got up to dance afterwards, leaving a heavy tension to settle over us as we were left alone at the table.  I thought about getting up and walking away, but I felt like he was holding me there in some inexplicable way.  My eyes swept over the couples on the dance floor, but my focus was on Jaxon’s palpable presence beside me.  All my nerve endings were taut with an intense awareness of him.

It was a relief when Jordan sauntered over and asked me to dance.  Before I could respond, however, I was shocked speechless when I felt a hand on my thigh.  I froze and then slowly turned my head to look at Jaxon.  His gaze was fixed on his brother, and I followed it to see a smirk on Jordan’s face as he eyed Jaxon’s firm hold on my thigh.  My face was hot with embarrassment, but neither brother seemed to notice as Jordan met Jaxon’s stare.

“Okay then,” Jordan said in amusement and grinned at his brother before walking away.  

My pulse was racing as I sat still as a statue and awaited what Jaxon would do next.  I would later wonder why I didn’t protest or fling his hand off.  I hadn’t yet become scared of him, and he only intimidated me as much as good-looking guys always did.  I just felt insecure and self-conscious around them.  It didn’t prevent me from telling them off when they made sexual passes at me though, like I’d done at school when a popular guy had smacked my butt and made a lewd comment.  I’d whirled on him and yelled at him not to touch me.  Vanessa had been shocked that I had it in me, since I was usually too shy to even say hi to someone like him.  He had pissed me off in that moment though, and I hadn’t cared how popular or good-looking he was.

This time it was different.  Maybe because Jaxon was different from the guy at my school.  He didn’t act cocky or obnoxious, and he didn’t treat me like a sex object.  Yet his hand was on my thigh.  He kept it there for another beat after Jordan left, and then he lifted it without saying anything.  That somehow made me even more nervous.  The skin where his hand had been was tingling beneath the fabric of my dress, and I resisted the urge to press my hand over it.

Unable to withstand the silent tension anymore, I stood up on unsteady legs.  “I have to go to the bathroom,” I said with my gaze flitting toward him but stopping short of his face.

Feeling his eyes on me, I suddenly became aware of my hand smoothing my dress down over the spot he had touched.  It froze there as my gaze shot to his, which was fixed on the placement of my hand.  His eyes slowly came up to meet mine, and heat flared within me and flushed my skin.

I pivoted and took off, veering for the exit doors instead of the bathroom when I reached the hallway.  Going outside helped cool me down and clear my head, and I kept my distance from Jaxon when I went back inside, choosing to brave looking foolish dancing to the wide mix of songs the DJ played rather than risk sitting beside Jaxon again.  When I chanced a glance in his direction, he was talking with some girl, and it stung a bit that he hadn’t had anything to say to me. 

The next day was moving day.  Our parents had spent their wedding night in a fancy hotel, while the Knox brothers went back to their mansion, and Harper and I spent our last night at home.  All we had to take with us were a few personal items that hadn’t been sent ahead with the rest of our possessions.  We left behind all the furniture, since the mansion was already furnished with better furniture than ours.

I had expected to cry when I left the house I had grown up in, but my nervousness about living with Jaxon overrode all my other emotions.  What would he do now that I couldn’t avoid being around him?

It turned out that he wouldn’t do anything except study me with that neutral gaze that revealed nothing.  Even when we were left in the house without parental supervision while they were on their honeymoon, Jaxon didn’t touch me again.  I decided that the possessive claim he had seemingly made on me at the wedding must have been more about sibling rivalry than me, although the brothers were very close, as I had heard that twins often were.

I regard them now as I stand in the kitchen.  They are very similar in appearance despite being fraternal twins rather than identical.  Both are blond with vivid blue eyes and attractive faces.  Jordan’s 

longer locks give him the stereotypical California surfer look, while Jaxon’s short hair makes him look more clean-cut.  Looks can be deceiving though, because both of them have a much rougher side. 

Jordan’s little dig about me being the boring sister is said in a playful tone and followed by a teasing smile, but I know better than to succumb to his charm.  He was threatening me just hours ago.  Maybe not with words, but the brothers’ body language spoke volumes.  I had also seen them in action once, and it was enough to make me fear them.  I had decided that avoiding them as much as possible was the safest thing to do, along with acting like nothing had happened the rest of the time.  It had worked until this morning when they thought I had told the police about them.

“Sit down and eat,” Jordan urges.  “We had Mario make you breakfast.”

“Thanks,” I say but hesitate.

The food smells good, and I’m hungry after having no appetite for the majority of the day yesterday.  I’m not eager to sit at the table with Jordan and Jaxon though.  It’s enough of a strain when our parents and my sister are with us, but being alone with them is something I’ve managed to completely avoid until today.

“Join us,” Jaxon says.

It sounds more like a command than an invitation, and I instantly obey.  My feet are moving without any conscious decision on my part, and Jaxon holds my gaze as I move toward him.  I’m barely aware of Jordan pulling out a chair for me, and it’s not until Jaxon slides a plate of food across the table that I realize I’m seated.  I can no longer resist the smell of bacon once it’s right under my nose, and I break eye contact with Jaxon to grab a piece off my plate.  The taste of it along with the fluffy scrambled eggs their chef made distracts me from my dining companions as I satisfy my hunger.

I feel a little embarrassed when I’m done and realize that they just witnessed me inhaling my food, but they are both focused on their phones when I glance at them.  I drink the rest of the orange juice one of them had poured for me as I consider how I can leave without attracting their attention.  

“They arrested him,” Jaxon says.

It doesn’t really register at first as I glance toward him inquisitively—not until he lifts his eyes from his phone and fixes his gaze on me.  All the blood drains out of my face as I realize who he’s talking about.  “What?” I gasp.

“Nate Cruz,” he states.  “They arrested him for the murder of Vanessa Edwards.  That was your friend, right?  You said her name was Vanessa.”

His gaze hones in on the stricken look on my face in curiosity.  “No,” I say in horror.  “They were supposed to prove he didn’t do it.”  

Jordan snorts.  “Here’s some advice, Sis.  Don’t turn people in to the police to prove they’re innocent.  The cops are looking to arrest people.”  

Tears well in my eyes.  “I can’t believe they arrested him.  Oh my God, he must be so scared!”  I bolt out of my chair.  “I have to help him!”

“I think you helped him enough already,” Jaxon says drily.  “Anymore help from you, and he’ll probably get the death penalty.”

Shock ripples through me at the enormity of the trouble that Nate is in, and I stagger as my knees buckle.  Jordan’s arm is suddenly around me, and I sag against him for support as I stare at Jaxon through my blurry vision.  My eyes overflow with tears, and they begin to streak down my cheeks.

Jordan guides me back to the chair and lowers me down onto it.  “What am I going to do?” I ask in despair.  “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“His lawyer will probably get him off,” Jordan tells me.

“He can’t afford a lawyer,” I cry.  “His mom doesn’t have that kind of money.”

“They’ll give him one,” Jaxon says.  “He’s entitled to legal representation.”

That doesn’t quell my worry.  I imagine Nate in jail with some scary cellmate, and fear for his safety consumes me.  He’s in danger because of me.  How could I have done this to him?

“Maybe they’ll catch the guy who murdered her, if you really don’t think they got the right guy,” Jordan says.  “Maybe it’s an ex-boyfriend who was jealous she was dating this one.” 

“She wasn’t murdered,” I exclaim in anguish.  “I only told them that so they could prove she wasn’t.”

“They obviously proved that she was.”

Everything stops as Jaxon’s words permeate my brain.  My tears stop flowing as my focus narrows in on him.  “What?” I breathe.

“They must have found evidence that she was murdered if they arrested him,” he replies in that cool, unaffected tone.

It knocks the wind out of me, and I stare blankly at him.  Vanessa murdered?  No, that doesn’t happen to people I know.  It’s a horrible thing on the news that happens to strangers.  It can’t have happened to my best friend.  That’s not possible. 

“Something must have made you think she was if you went to the police,” he prompts.

I become aware of the fact that he is watching me, and I remember the secret I promised to keep.  I can’t let him find out about it, and I lower my eyes like it might be visible in them.  Wariness has me withdrawing back into myself.  Jaxon isn’t someone I can trust, and I shouldn’t have let down my defenses in front of him.  

“Thanks for breakfast,” I say stiffly as I stand up without looking at him.

“Yeah, you should eat with us every day,” Jordan says, startling me into remembering that he is right beside me.

My gaze snaps toward him, and he gives me a grin like we don’t have a care in the world.  “Party tonight.  You coming with?”

“You party every night,” I comment drily.  “And no thanks.”

“C’mon,” he cajoles.  “You never party.  It’s not normal.”

“No, your excessive partying is what’s not normal,” I retort.

“It’s summer,” he says.  “You have to party as much as possible before school starts.”

“So that means no parties after that?” I ask, momentarily fooled into thinking that they actually have some rules they have to abide by.

Jordan smirks, and I am quickly disabused of that notion.  “There are the back to school parties, but you should meet everyone before then.”

“Why?” I enquire.

“So you can make friends before you start school,” he replies.  “Not that you’ll have a problem since you’re with us, but you should still have some fun before summer’s over.”

I realize that he thinks I’m going to their school.  “Um, I’m still going to my school,” I inform him.

There is silence as he stares at me, but I am the most intensely aware of his brother’s eyes boring into me.  The urge to look at him is almost overwhelming, but I manage to pretend that I’m keeping my focus on Jordan.  I jump slightly though when words suddenly burst forth from him.

“Why the hell would you want to go to public school?” he demands.

I’m a little taken aback, because until now he hasn’t acted at all the way I’d expected rich boys to act.  “Wow, I didn’t think you were a snob.  I’ve been going to public school my whole life, so it’s good enough for me.”

“You’re not going to school without us,” Jaxon states.

That makes me look at him.  “Excuse me?” I demand, his gall finally overriding the intimidating effect he has on me.  “You’re not the boss of me.  Even your mom didn’t try to order me around.  I told her that I didn’t want to transfer, and she accepted my decision.”  

After much cajoling and attempts at persuading me, but she didn’t act like her word was law.  Jaxon obviously didn’t get that attitude from her.  He doesn’t break his implacable stare, and I am the first one to look away.  

“It’s my senior year,” I say, even though I don’t owe him an explanation.  “I’ve had to move and change my whole life.  Harper is going off to college and...”  I swallow down the threat of tears as I push to the back of my mind the biggest change that I don’t want to think about.  “I just want something to be the same.”

I feel the sudden need to do something, and I hop up and start clearing our plates from the table as silence reigns in the room.  I’ve revealed too much to the last people I should be talking to, let alone confiding in.  I tense as I hear their chairs scrape against the floor, but then I hear the clink of glasses and turn my head to see Jordan carrying them toward the dishwasher.  I start rinsing our plates under the faucet, but I suddenly feel Jaxon standing so close behind me that he is almost touching.  His breath prickles my scalp as he takes the plate from my hand and gives it to Jordan to place in the dishwasher.  

I stand frozen with awareness of his every little movement as he picks up the next plate and holds it beneath the faucet before handing it to his brother.  They work in tandem until the last plate is loaded into the dishwasher, and Jaxon brushes against me to reach past me and turn off the faucet.  I stand very still while I listen to Jordan’s footsteps recede from the room and leave me alone with Jaxon.

My pulse quickens as he moves his head down to speak into my ear.  “Okay,” he says, and a pleasurable shiver runs down my spine as his breath ghosts over my suddenly very sensitive ear.

I sense him go still behind me, and then he exhales a warm breath into my ear.  A tiny little whimper escapes my mouth and leaves me mortified.  I’m overheating with embarrassment and something else that I don’t want to acknowledge as I shift sideways away from his mouth and dash out of the room.

I’m not attracted to my stepbrother.  I’m already in one impossible situation, and I’m not going to get into another one.  Recalling that turns my thoughts grim, and I go back to worrying about Nate.  I want to go find out how he is and plead with the police to let him go, but Jaxon’s comment that I’ve done enough cuts through me.  Nate’s predicament is entirely my fault, and even my spacious bedroom becomes too small as I pace around it in distress.

Unable to take it anymore, I go downstairs and out the back to wander down the beach for hours.  My phone rings, but I ignore the calls from my dad, my stepmom, and Harper.  I’m not in the mood to talk to anyone, but I answer when I get a call from an unfamiliar number in the hope that Nate is calling me to pick him up from jail.

“Where are you?” a male voice demands.

Not Nate.  “Jaxon?” I query.

“Yeah,” he snaps.  “Tell me where you are.”  

I glance around at the moonlit beach, not sure how far I’ve wandered.  “Um, I’m on the beach.”

“Where?” he asks, and I can hear the tension in his voice.  “Jordan and I have gone in opposite directions looking for you, and you’re not fucking here.”

“Why are you swearing at me?” I demand in annoyance.  “I don’t need you to look for me.  I’m fine, so leave me alone.”

“Who are you with?” he questions in a curt tone that sounds like an accusation.

“Nobody,” I retort indignantly.  “Do you think that I was in the mood to screw someone after finding out that Nate is locked up in jail?  I’m worried sick about what’s happening to him, and I just went for a walk, okay?”

“Which direction from our house?”

“Left,” I answer.  “But I’ll start back now, so—”

“No,” he cuts me off tersely.  “Stay where you are.  We’ll find you.  How long ago did you leave?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe an hour after breakfast.  But you don’t need to come find me.  I can walk back by myself.”

“You are out there alone at night,” he snaps.  “Don’t tell me you’re fucking fine.  Let’s go Jordan!” he calls out, and it sounds like he pulled the phone away from his mouth, but he’s back in an instant.  “Stay on the line with me,” he orders.

“I’m fine,” I argue.  “I just passed by a party, and nobody bothered me.”

“The bonfire?” he questions urgently.

“Yeah, and—”

“Shit!” he swears.  “We were just there.  Okay, go back to the crowd and stay by the fire.  Jordan, call Lucas and tell him to watch for her.”

“I can’t go to a party I’m not invited to,” I protest.  “I’m just a little way down the beach if you’re so set on coming to get me.”

“Mackenzie,” he says in a tight voice, “get to the fucking party now.  No, screw this shit.  Jordan, tell Lucas to go find her now.  She’s just down the beach from them.  Stay on the phone with him and have him tell you when he sees her.”

I’m upset that he’s putting me in the embarrassing situation of dragging his friend away from the party to babysit me, and I start walking back toward the bonfire.  “No, let him stay there.  I’m on my way.”  

But he apparently doesn’t call off the search, because I see a guy rushing toward me before I can make it back to the party.  I feel an instant of fear and gasp in fright at the appearance of the shadowy form before my mind registers that it’s probably Jaxon’s friend.

“It’s okay,” Jaxon assures me.  “It’s Lucas.  He sees you.”

I can see now that the guy has a phone up to his ear, and relief washes over me.  I wouldn’t want to run into him alone in the dark if he was a complete stranger.  He towers over me as he gets closer, and he’s got the bulk of a football player.  He puts his phone away as he walks up to me, but I’m still gripping mine to my ear for the reassurance of a witness to my interaction with him.

“Hi,” he says.  “Mackenzie, right?  I’m Lucas.”

“Hi,” I reply.  “You’re Jaxon’s friend?”

He obviously is, so I don’t know why I feel the continued need for reassurance.  I guess because we’re still out of sight of anyone on this deserted part of the beach, and he’s a stranger to me.

“What if he wasn’t?” Jaxon says in my ear.  “What if he was a complete stranger and nobody knew where you were?  What would you do if he attacked you?”

“Is Jaxon giving you shit?” Lucas asks in a booming voice and grabs the phone out of my hand.  “Hey,” he says into it after bringing it up to his ear, “stop being a dick!  Your sister’s safe, so shut up.”  He taps my screen and holds the phone out to me.  “Did you still want to talk to him?  Because I hung up on his ass.”

I laugh as I take my phone back from him.  “No, that’s okay.  I’m really sorry he bothered you with this though.  You didn’t need to leave the party.”

“It’s no problem,” he tells me.  “I was just busting his balls, but you really shouldn’t be out here by yourself.”  He gestures in the direction he came from.  “We should go.  They’ll be here soon, and Jordan’s already upset.  I know he’s going to want to see for himself that you’re okay.”

“He is?” I question in surprise.  I haven’t seen Jordan upset about anything.  He seems to be in a constant state of amusement and excitement, which makes him seem harmless—until he joins his brother in menacing people.

I shiver, and Lucas mistakes it for me feeling cold and urges me to get to the warmth of the fire.  I realize that he’s uncomfortable being alone with me, and I wonder if he has a girlfriend who will be jealous that he’s taking too long to get back to the party.  Feeling bad again about being a burden on this guy who doesn’t even know me, I start hurrying back toward the bonfire.  Lucas keeps pace with me with his long legs, and we don’t speak again until we reach the people partying on the beach. 

“Thanks for everything, but you don’t need to stay with me,” I tell him as he stands beside me in front of the fire.  

He gives me a bemused smile just as someone on my other side speaks.  “Don’t be rude, Lucas.  Introduce me to your friend.”

I turn to see an attractive guy who has rich boy written all over him.  He’s exactly what I had expected the Knox brothers to be like.  From his cultured, upper crust voice to his perfect posture and the way he wears his casual but crisp clothes, which are obviously brand new.  Everything about him gives me the impression that he just stepped off a yacht.

“She’s the Knox’s sister, so hands off,” Lucas warns him.

Embarrassment warms my cheeks.  I don’t want this guy thinking that I assumed he was hitting on me, so I quickly try to smooth things over with politeness.  “Hi, I’m Mackenzie.”

“I’m Spencer Davenport,” he replies.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mackenzie.  I wasn’t aware that the Knox twins had a sister.  Have you been away at boarding school?”  

“Yeah,” I deadpan, unable to resist, “it’s called Hogwarts.”

He chuckles, and I smile at him.  “No, I’m their stepsister,” I explain.  “Our parents just got married a couple of months ago.”

“Ah,” he responds with a nod.  “I did hear about their mother marrying.  My parents attended the wedding.”

“Here they come, Mackenzie,” Lucas warns me in an urgent tone.

Before I can spin around to look, arms envelope me and pull me back into a male body.  “Sis!  Don’t ever scare us like that again.”

It feels comforting to be secure in his embrace, and I instinctively pat the arm he has wrapped around my waist.  “I’m okay.  You didn’t have to worry.”

Jordan gives me a tight squeeze before loosening his hold and grabbing my sides to spin me to face him.  He grins at me and speaks with excitement.  “Now you can finally party with us!  I’ll get you a drink!”

He bounds off, and my gaze slowly shifts to the stare I feel boring into me.  Jaxon’s eyes look darker out here in the night, but his blond hair is illuminated by the firelight, giving it an angelic glow that does nothing to soften his appearance.  He is breathtakingly handsome, but there is a quiet menace to him that always unnerves me.  I never forget that he is dangerous as I often do with his brother.

After an intense moment during which he doesn’t speak, he releases me from his silent scrutiny and breaks eye contact to look at Lucas.  “Thank you,” he says.

“Yeah, anytime,” Lucas replies.

“So, Mackenzie,” Spencer says, drawing my attention to him again, “will you be attending Branson with us this year?”

Since my stepmother tried to talk me into going there, I know that Branson is the private high school where my stepbrothers go to school.  “No, I don’t want to change schools for senior year, so I’ll finish where I’ve been going.”

“Where’s that?” he enquires.

“Public school,” Jaxon answers.  “Jordan and I are transferring there.”

I whip my head in his direction and gape at him.  He meets my shocked expression head on, his own gaze steady and immutable.

“No shit!” Lucas exclaims.  “Wow, okay.  That’s happening.” 

“Your mom won’t let you do that,” I protest.

His lips form a faint smile that starts my heart hammering in a panicked rhythm, because his subtle response is all the confirmation I need that their mom won’t stop them from doing what they want.

Which means that they’ll be going to school with me.  The thought of it renders me completely speechless, and I take big gulps of the drink I wasn’t planning to touch when Jordan returns and hands it to me.  It makes him happy that I’m “partying” with them, and he keeps me supplied with alcohol until Jaxon tells him to stop.

By that time I am feeling no pain, and nothing troubles me.  I’m coasting along on the carefree mood of this party on the beach where everyone is lit by the magical glow of moonlight and firelight.  Not even Jaxon intimidates me now, and I smile at him.

“It feels like summer,” I declare happily.

“That’s because it is,” he replies.

“But it didn’t feel like it before.  It was heavy and still like winter.  Now it’s light and floaty.”  That’s exactly how my head feels, and I smile as I sway with the sensation.

Jaxon just watches me like he always does.  “Winter feels that different to you?”

“Not here, but in Minnesota it does,” I tell him.  “That’s where we lived when I was in elementary school.  Winter was long,” I stress.  “I couldn’t wait for summer.”

“Minnesota,” he repeats as if weighing the significance of it.

“You might fit in there,” I muse as I study him.  “Not Jordan though.  He’s a California boy all the way.”

As if to prove my point, Jordan comes up beside me with his exuberant energy and throws an arm across my shoulders.  “Sis!  Are you going surfing with us tomorrow?”

I put my arm around his waist and snuggle into him, enjoying the feeling of closeness and security as I smile up at him.  “I don’t know how to surf.”

“What?” he exclaims in dismay.  “How could you not know how to surf?”

“She grew up in Minnesota,” Jaxon tells him.

I give him a look.  “Not everybody in California surfs.  Nate doesn’t.”  

As soon as I mention his name, it all comes back to me in an instant.  “Nate!” I wail.

“Let’s go,” Jaxon orders in a commanding tone.

Jordan immediately turns with me and starts us walking away from the bonfire.  Jaxon appears at my other side and keeps pace with us but looks straight ahead.  “Nate,” I repeat miserably.  “I have to find out if he’s okay.”

“Hey,” a girl calls out as she comes up beside Jaxon.  “You’re not leaving yet, are you?”

“Yes, we are,” he replies without even glancing at her.

I’ve lost track of how many girls came to talk to him while he remained by me the entire time I was at the bonfire.  He seemed oblivious to their attempts at flirting with him while he responded with short, direct answers to their questions that did nothing to keep the conversation going.  It was the complete opposite to Jordan’s flirty, player ways.

The girl responds with a pout that’s wasted on Jaxon since he doesn’t see it.  “But you’ve hardly even had any fun.  You know things are more fun later,” she adds suggestively.

He does glance at her then.  “Not tonight,” he tells her.

It feels like a stone drops in my stomach as I realize that he’s had “fun” with her on other nights.  I take in her golden, California girl appearance and feel lacking in comparison.  I have brown hair and brown eyes and have what has often been described as the girl next door look—which means that I look okay but don’t stand out.  I don’t turn heads like this beautiful girl, but that was something I was fine with until Nate overlooked me for my much prettier best friend.

That doesn’t explain why I’m jealous of this girl right now though, but my inebriated brain doesn’t question my feelings.  It just reacts.  “He’s having fun with me tonight,” I taunt.

A strangled laugh bursts forth from Jordan before he lets loose with a full laugh and squeezes the arm he’s got his hand curled around.  “Alright, Sis!  Defend your territory.”

The girl sneers at me.  “Are you their whore?” 

“We’re done, Sloane,” Jaxon snaps and grabs my hand as he stares straight ahead.

The girl’s eyes go wide.  “I’m sorry!” she exclaims.  “I didn’t mean it.  Forgive me, please!”

“You don’t disrespect Mackenzie,” Jordan rebukes her in a furious tone.  “Don’t ever fucking disrespect her.”

“I’m sorry,” she repeats.  “I know you don’t share girls.”

Jaxon lets go of my hand and rounds on her.  “Stop talking,” he clips out in a threatening tone.

Sloane shrinks back from him, and I know exactly how she feels.  I’ve been on the receiving end of that tone from him, and I blurt that out in my drunken state.  “Hey!  You were super scary with me like that too!  Do you always scare girls?”

Sloane’s gaze shifts to me as Jaxon turns his head to look at me over his shoulder.  Jordan mutters something under his breath, but I’m too fascinated by the growing look of horror on Sloane’s face.  Her eyes slowly move back toward Jaxon, and she stares at him like she’s never seen him before. 

“We should go,” Jordan prompts.

Jaxon returns to my side and takes my hand again.  We resume walking, but Sloane suddenly bolts in front of us.  “You don’t have to go with them, Mackenzie,” she tells me urgently.  “They can’t make you.”

“For fuck’s sake,” Jaxon snaps at her.  “We’re not going to hurt her.”

“That’s not how you acted this morning,” I point out.  “You were sca-ry!”  

Jordan huffs out a laugh, and I suddenly find it amusing too.  “You were so scary I almost pissed my pants,” I laugh.

It hits me then.  “I have to pee!”

During the hours I had been walking on the beach, I had simply walked into the ocean the couple of times I’d had to pee, but I am wary of going into the water at night.  I fear that a shark might get me. 

“Can you wait?” Jordan asks.  “There’s a gas station right down the road.  We can stop there, or Lucas’s house is right here if you need to go right now.”

“Now,” I say, starting to dance in place from the pressing need to relieve my bladder of all the alcohol I had consumed.

“I’ll take her,” Sloane volunteers.

“No,” Jaxon states.  “I will.”  

“We’ll all go,” Jordan says in exasperation as he starts walking and propels me forward with his momentum.  “She’ll piss her pants waiting for you two to finish arguing about it.”

I haven’t seen him take charge before, but he wastes no time in guiding me toward a gate and punching in a security code to unlock it.

“Seriously?” Sloane complains behind me.  “You think I’m going to rob his house?”

“If he didn’t give you the code, you’re not getting it from us,” Jaxon retorts.

“Whatever,” she huffs.

Jordan punched the code in right in front of me, but I was too focused on willing the gate to open as fast as possible to pay attention to the sequence of numbers.  He removed his arm from my shoulders to let me pass in front of him, and I am now leading the way to the house that is in my sights.  Jordan hurries past me as we near it and produces a key to unlock the door while I’m still climbing the steps to reach it.  He opens it and ushers me inside.

“This way,” he says and leads me straight to the bathroom, flicking the light on for me.  “We’ll wait for you back by the door.”

“Thanks,” I say and rush inside, slamming the bathroom door shut in my haste.

After I’m done, I wash my hands and glance in the mirror—and see a pretty girl.  My skin looks flushed, and my dark eyes look alluring.  My mahogany hair is thick and lovely as it spills over my shoulders.  I get a boost of confidence as I gaze at myself, and I’m smiling as I exit the bathroom.

I halt when I see the person standing just outside the door, but I continue beaming my smile.  “Hi,” I say, “uh, blonde girl.”

“Sloane,” she reminds me.  “My name is Sloane.”

“Sloane,” I repeat, “right.”

She speaks quickly and urgently to me.  “If you need to get away from Jaxon, I can help you.”

“He’s hot,” I say, finding it easy to admit it to this stranger.

Her expression changes from anxious to annoyed, but she still speaks with suspicion.  “Is he forcing himself on you?”

I snort.  “He ignores me.  I don’t know what got up his ass tonight, but he’s not like that most of the time.”

“Yeah, he’s hot and cold,” she agrees before leveling a look on me.  “But you said he was scary.” 

I wave that off.  “That was about something else.  He’s not like a rapist or anything.”  I frown.  “I don’t think he is.  Girls are always flirting with him.”

“Don’t I know it,” she says, her expression darkening.  She sighs heavily.  “They all want him, and I can’t blame them, even though it sucks.  That’s still better than...”  She takes a breath and expels it.  “You had me freaked out for a minute.  It was like he was somebody I didn’t know.”

Those words would come back to haunt me, and I would understand exactly what she meant when a boy I thought I knew so well turned into a frightening stranger.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Jaxon and Jordan are waiting by the door where we entered the house, and I only then notice how nice the place is.  I guess it makes sense that all their friends are rich.  

“Are you rich too?” I ask Sloane as we approach my stepbrothers.

She gives me a look like I’ve said something distasteful.

Jordan answers me before she can say anything.  “Hell yeah, she is!  I’m surprised she’s not a star already with all her Hollywood connections.”

“Hollywood?” I repeat excitedly.  “Are your parents famous?”  I eye her in an attempt to discern a resemblance to any movie stars.

“No,” Jordan tells me.  “They own a stake in a major studio.  The Redstones are—”

“Stop telling her my business!” she snaps at him.

“But it’s okay for you to get in her business,” he retorts.  “And did you really think that Jaxon was going to fucking rape her?”

She flushes and glances at Jaxon.  He’s got his jaw clenched and remains silent.  Sloane seems to gather her courage as she straightens and squares her shoulders.  “Nobody knows you,” she tells him.  “You don’t let anyone in, so you can’t expect people to know what you’re thinking.  I’m not going to apologize for making sure Mackenzie was safe.  Guys have each other’s backs, and girls need to look out for each other too.”  

He loses his hard expression as his gaze focuses on her.  He appears to be reassessing her before he looks at her with an expression that makes me envious.  It’s respect, and I crave for him to look at me that way too.  “You’re right,” he replies.  “You did the right thing, Sloane.  I’m glad you looked out for her.”

“Yeah, thank you,” I say, partly because I realize I should tell her that and partly to interrupt her moment with Jaxon.

“Yeah,” she says with a glance to acknowledge me, “no problem.”

Her gaze immediately returns to Jaxon, but he’s looking at me now.  He has returned to his default neutral expression, and there is no hint of what he thinks about me.  “Ready to go?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I reply in disappointment.

Once we’re outside, I drift into a buzzed daze, and I don’t even remember the ride home.  I don’t come back to myself until I’m being urged to walk up the stairs.  Assuming that it’s Jordan’s solid body I’m leaning against for support, I put all my focus into climbing the staircase before me.  When I make it to the top, I turn my head to give a triumphant grin to my stepbrother.

It fades as I meet Jaxon’s unreadable gaze.  His face is so close to mine, and I become intensely aware of being pressed into his body and of his arm around my waist.  The nervous fluttering in my stomach seems to send my pulse racing, and my breath hitches when I feel his thumb stroke my over my thin shirt.

I see something flare in his eyes, but he turns his head forward and resumes our walk toward my room.  He deposits me inside and lowers me into a seated position on my bed before leaving me and shutting the door behind him.

Exhaustion hits me then, and I only manage to kick off my sandals before lying down in my clothes and falling quickly asleep.  When I wake the next morning, I hurry to the bathroom across the hall to pee.  After relieving myself, I wash my hands on autopilot as my brain slowly wakes to full alertness. 

Last night comes to the forefront of my mind first.  Jordan and Jaxon came to get me and drive me home from where I had wandered far down the beach.  They were as protective of me as I imagine real brothers would be.  With my head clear after a full night of sleep, I realize how strange that is.  I recall them threatening me the previous morning, and I can’t fathom why they suddenly decided to look out for me.

Maybe it was just because our parents were worried when I didn’t answer my phone, I think as I turn off the faucet.  My head snaps up, and I stare at myself in the mirror with wide eyes as why I ignored their phone calls comes back to me.  Nate!  His arrest seems like a nightmare, like it can’t really be true.  

My face is red, and I realize that I have gotten a sunburn because I didn’t put on any sunscreen yesterday, and I was out in the sun for hours.  I feel the sting in my cheeks now, but the growing horror within me overtakes everything else.  I hurry out of the bathroom and downstairs in a panicked haste to find out what is happening to Nate.  It’s not until I’m in the garage standing beside my locked car that I realize I don’t have my keys with me.

Turning around, I hurry back the way I came but halt as I’m about to rush up the staircase.  Jordan and Jaxon are descending it, and the sight of them momentarily distracts me.

“Whoa, look at your face!” Jordan exclaims.  “You got burned pretty bad.”

“Ask our mom for something,” Jaxon advises.  “I’m sure she has some kind of cream for it.”

Jordan’s face brightens as his gaze moves beyond me.  “Hey, Mom, Mackenzie needs—”

“Mackenzie!” she calls out to me in an anxious tone that instantly tells me that something is wrong and has me whirling toward her as she’s blurting out, “The police are here.  They’re asking to speak with...oh!  Your face is all—”

I’m rushing past her before she can finish her sentence as I’m seized with the irrational fear that the police are here to deliver bad news to me about Nate.  I’m racing in search of them in a panic, but I nearly collapse when I see them standing inside by the front door.  My heart is constricted in fear of what they might say.

“Hi, Mackenzie,” one of them greets me, and I recognize him as the detective I spoke to yesterday.  “We need to ask you a few questions.”

The adrenaline spiking through me plummets at his calm tone, but I’m still strung tight with anxiety, and my voice trembles when I speak.  “Is Nate okay?”

The detective exchanges a glance with the officer beside him before returning his attention to me.  “He’s fine.  May we ask you a few questions?”

“Sure,” I agree automatically as relief surges through me.

“No,” a male voice says from behind me, and I turn to see Jaxon and Jordan standing in identical poses with their arms crossed in front of them and hard, unwelcoming expressions fixed on the cops.  “You need a search warrant to come in here,” Jaxon states.

“Jaxon!” my stepmother scolds.  “Excuse my son’s rudeness, officers.  Please, come and sit down.  You too, Mackenzie” she says with a little pat on my arm before stepping forward to lead the way into the living room.  

My mind is full of my own questions as we are seated on the couches, but the detective speaks before I can decide where to start.  “Did you tell Nate Johnson that you are in love with him?”

His authoritative voice demands an answer, and the silence in the room puts even more pressure on me, so I blurt it out.  “Yes, but I was drunk.”  

My face goes hot with this confession, and I can’t look at anyone except the detective.  He shows no reaction to my answer, but my stepmother sounds perturbed.  “Officer, what is this about?  You said that Mackenzie wasn’t in any trouble.”

“She’s not,” he replies.  “We’re just clarifying some things in our investigation.  Okay, Mackenzie,” he continues, “you told him this while he was still dating Vanessa?”

“Yes,” I admit in shame.

“What did he do when you confessed your feelings for him?”

I relax a little at having the focus taken off of me, and gladly tell him something that I know puts Nate in a positive light.  “He didn’t do anything.  He just drove me home.”

“You said you were drunk.  He didn’t try to take advantage of you?” the detective presses.

“No,” I declare firmly.  “He didn’t touch me.”

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes,” I insist.  “He was a perfect gentleman like always.”

“So, he rejected you,” the detective states.

I blink at him.  “No, he just...”

“You were in love with him, and he rejected you, and that hurt you.  So now you’ve found a way to hurt him.”  The detective has suddenly gone on the attack.

“No!” I protest.  “It’s not like that.  I don’t want him to be hurt!  I never wanted him to be arrested.  I thought you’d prove he didn’t do anything.” 

He expels a breath in exasperation.  “This is not one of your little high school pranks.  You made serious accusations against him.  Do you understand that?”

“Yes,” I say in anguish.  “I know that now, but I didn’t think it’d go this far.  I just never thought...”

The other officer finally speaks.  “There you have it.  She didn’t think.”

They both stand up, and I shoot up too.  “Please, you have to help him!  His mom can’t afford a lawyer, and—”

The detective snorts.  “He’s lawyer’d up, kid.  Why do you think we’re here?  He’s got one of the best damn defense attorneys money can buy.  We’re cutting him loose anyway, now that you’ve confirmed his story.”  

“You’re letting him go?” I ask, relief flooding through me.  “Oh, thank God!”

“The next time you have a lover’s spat, don’t bring it to us,” the detective tells me in an exasperated tone.  “Goodbye, Miss Davis.”  He then faces my stepmother and speaks politely to her.  “Sorry to trouble you, ma’am.  Thank you for allowing us to speak to Miss Davis.”

“It was no trouble,” she replies.  “We’re always happy to assist the police.”

I tune them out and sink back down into my seat, and their voices fade as she sees them out.  It’s over.  All the anxiety I was feeling drains out of me, and I fall into a calm stupor as my mind finally takes a break from worrying and thinking.

“Are you okay, Sis?”

I blink and look up to see Jordan standing in front of me.  A smile forms on my face as the relief flowing through me frees me from the depression that had been pressing down on me.  “Yes,” I say.

My stepmother sweeps back into the room.  “Oh, poor Mackenzie!  What you’ve been through!  Why didn’t you tell us about going to the police?  We should have been there with you!  You shouldn’t have had to go through that alone!  Oh my word, your father will be so upset when he hears about this.”

“Calm down, Mom,” Jaxon says, and I feel a jolt at the reminder that he’s in the room.

My stepmother is anything but calm as she paces over to me.  “Don’t you worry, sweetheart.  We’ll get a restraining order against that boy.  He won’t be able to retaliate against you.”

“What?” I ask in bewilderment as I stare at her without comprehension.

“Nate Cruz,” Jaxon states flatly.

I recoil at the thought of making another police report against Nate.  “No, leave him alone please,” I plead with my stepmother.  “He’s been through enough.  This whole thing was a terrible mistake.”

She looks uncertain.  “I’ll talk to your father.”

“Where is he?” I ask, hoping that I can talk to him first.

“He went golfing,” she replies.  “I’ll talk to him as soon as he gets back.”  Her concern intensifies as she looks at me.  “Oh, my goodness, you’ve got a bad sunburn.  We need to put something on that.  I’ll go get some cream, and I’ll make an appointment for you with my dermatologist.”

She hurries off, and I’m now aware of being alone with my two stepbrothers.  It finally hits me that they heard my entire conversation with the detective and my confession that I was in love with Nate.  My face heats with embarrassment, but I’m hoping that the sunburn hides it.  It’s still mortifying to know that they heard my most shameful secret.

Jordan breaks the awkward silence.  “I’m hungry.  Let’s go have breakfast.”  

He takes a step away from me and stops blocking my view of Jaxon.  My gaze immediately fixes on him, and I watch him stand to leave.  His gaze is on me as I remain seated.  “You coming?” he asks.

“You go ahead,” I reply.  “I’ll wait here for your mom.”

“What do you want to eat?” he enquires.  “I’ll tell Mario to make it for you so it’ll be ready.”

It’s clear that he assumes I’ll join them soon, but that’s the last thing I want to do in my current state of humiliation.  “I’ll just grab some cereal later,” I tell him.  “I need to take a shower anyway.”  I look down at myself.  “I slept in these clothes.”  I also peed in them I remember and wrinkle my nose in disgust.  

“You should eat first,” he says.  “I bet you’re starving.  Did you even have anything to eat after breakfast yesterday?”

I hadn’t, and my empty stomach chooses that inconvenient time to growl and give me away.  Jordan laughs, but Jaxon just nods in acknowledgement of being proven right.  “Come and eat first.”

He’s speaking in his usual manner, and so is Jordan.  They’re acting like nothing happened, and I wonder if they really aren’t going to comment on it at all.  Harper would be going on about it nonstop, but maybe guys don’t care about scandalous confessions of love.

“Why are you guys up so early?” I ask, trying to act unaffected too.  “You usually sleep until noon.”

“We had an early night,” Jaxon replies.

“We got our beauty sleep just like you,” Jordan adds in a playful tone.

“You didn’t go back to the bonfire?” I question is astonishment.

“Nope,” Jordan answers.  “You owe us a night of partying now.” 

His mother returns then, striding toward me and announcing, “Here it is!  This will soothe the burn.”  

I accept the tube of face cream she holds out to me, but I inform her that I need to shower first.  “I wouldn’t want to wash it off so soon after I put it on.”  I stand up to make my escape.  

I haven’t had a chance to process everything yet, and I want to think about it in solitude.  I can normally drift off into contemplation even amidst other people, but my stepbrothers are too distracting.  I can’t seem to block them out when I’m in the same room with them—even when they are silent.  Jordan exudes a frenetic energy that always seems about to burst forth when he is standing still, while Jaxon exudes...

Heat radiates through me as I think about Jaxon’s unspoken confidence and power, and his silent sexuality.  It seems even more potent because it’s all conveyed with body language and his dominant stare.  When he looks at me, I feel completely under his control.  

I realize what I am thinking and come to a startled stop on the staircase.  No, I tell myself.  No, this is not happening again.  I am not crushing on another guy who is out of my league.  I already have a new crush, and he is a cute guy at school who doesn’t bring any complications with him.  He is not anyone’s boyfriend, and he is not my stepbrother.

Parker is exactly the kind of guy I should have been focused on all along.  He is cute enough to be attractive without being so good-looking that I’ll never have a chance with him.  In fact, he’s given me signals in the past that he’s interested in me, but I always ignored them because of my infatuation with Nate.

I resume walking up the stairs as my thoughts return to Nate.  All my prayers for him have been answered, and any remaining anxiety I feel leaves me as I say a prayer of gratitude.  Nate is free again, and this nightmare is over.  Now that he has been proven innocent, we can all move on.  I think about the grieving person who begged me to go to the police, and I am glad now that I was able to provide closure.  I regretted it yesterday, but it all worked out today.  Nate is fine, and the only damage it caused is the sunburn on my face.

When I get in the shower, I begin to find out that there is more damage than I thought.  My feet and legs burn when the water hits them, and I yelp in pain.  I grit my teeth as I hurriedly wash myself and end the torture as quickly as possible.  After gently drying off, I put the soothing lotion on my face.  I crave its cool comfort on all my irritated skin, but slathering it on my legs and feet would use it all up, and I know that this cream is expensive.  Everything in this place is.

Except for my clothes.  Unlike Harper, I brought them all with me when we moved.  My sister gave most of hers away to Goodwill when she opted to take our stepmother up on her offer to buy her a whole new wardrobe.  They dragged me along on their shopping excursion too, but I only consented to Kara buying me a few items, and I was horrified at the cost.  My sister, on the other hand, took full advantage of our stepmother’s generosity.  Harper acted like she was in the Pretty Woman shopping spree scene and picked out so many clothes that she filled up the trunk of the town car with shopping bags after only a few stores, and Kara had the rest of her purchases delivered to the house.

Harper had then walked empty-handed into the mansion with Kara while servants carried her plethora of shopping bags with designer names on them while I clutched my three small ones.  There were three, because I’d gotten one thing each in three of the stores we had been to.  I felt my cheeks heat in embarrassment when I caught sight of my stepbrothers standing at the top of the staircase and watching us.  I saw their eyes fix on the bags I was carrying before moving past me to survey the sheer number of shopping bags the servants were bringing in behind me.

They probably assumed that a lot of them were mine, and I was mortified that they thought I would spend their mom’s money so extravagantly.  They stepped aside to let us pass them in the wide hallway as Kara laughed about how we had bought out the stores.  I cringed and lowered my eyes in shame, but she exclaimed about how it was so much fun to shop with girls.

I continued to feel their eyes on me, and I couldn’t resist darting a glance in their direction when I reached my room.  They had turned to watch us, and their vivid blue gazes took me in before following the servants walking past me to Harper’s room.  When none of them stopped at my room, their eyes  

returned to me again.  Jordan’s expression showed surprise, while Jaxon’s was unreadable as usual.  He turned and walked down the stairs with Jordan following suit, but I felt better knowing that they had seen that all those purchases weren’t mine.

I’m thinking about them as I walk down the stairs now, but I’m surprised to see them waiting for me in the kitchen.  I made sure to take enough time dawdling in my room to ensure that they would be done with breakfast and long gone, but it’s obvious that they stayed and waited for me.  They are both leaning against the counter looking at their phones when I walk in, and they both look up at me.

“Finally!” Jordan exclaims.  “I thought you ran away from home again.  You never take this long to get ready.”  

“I didn’t run away,” I retort.  “And how do you know how long I take to get ready?”

“I live with you,” he says.  “Our rooms are right down the hall from each other, and I know your routine.  Plus, you don’t wear makeup or do anything with your hair.”

This double standard of beauty aggravates the hell out of me.  “Sorry I don’t spend all my time making myself pretty for you,” I snap in annoyance.

“You don’t have to make yourself pretty,” he replies.  “You already are.  You know that, right?  I figured that’s why you didn’t bother putting on makeup, because you know you don’t need it.”

He seems completely sincere, and I don’t know how to react.  Getting compliments has always made me uncomfortable.  “Um, why are you being so nice to me?” I ask awkwardly.
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