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Just a couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than that, all my books are independent projects.

That being said, I apologize, in advance, for the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for grammar, my books are probably not for you.

Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However, the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come out. So, because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my series all at once. No waiting here...LOL. Now, the exception to that will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as myself.

Thank you for everything!
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I really appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you! Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job and one part-time job, plus a family that I love spending time with, I’m not very active on social media. However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social media coordinates:
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Website 
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News & Updates 
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Dedication
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For my husband –

Your constant efforts to make sure that I know that I’m always enough heal me more than you can imagine. I love you more than you can possibly ever know.
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Tattoo – Jordan Sparks

Hysteria – Def Leppard

I knew You Were Trouble – Taylor Swift

Nobody’s Fool – Cinderella

I’m A Loser – Three Doors Down

Never – Heart



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue

[image: ]




There was blood everywhere.

Well, maybe not everywhere...but it sure seemed that way. Of course, I wasn’t knowledgeable enough to assess just how much was an appropriate amount of blood in a situation like this.

I’d experienced nothing like this before.

No one had ever placed me in a position of importance before.

Nope.

Never.

I was the girl that no one noticed.

I was the girl whose name no one knew.

Okay, maybe that wasn’t entirely true.

I did have one friend.

Viola.

Vivi.

She was my friend.

She’d been the first and only person that had made it a point to say hi and get to know me when I had first arrived at Blaineview College. Now, while I wasn’t her only friend, she’d been my only friend for the past three years of my uneventful existence here. However, my existence at this small, private, prestigious college was no longer uneventful.

No Siree Bob.

It was now full of events.

Like Viola standing a few feet away from me, screaming at anyone that was daring to have an opinion and was stupid enough to voice it.

Like complete strangers flashing shots of me with their phone cameras.

Like the douchebag college tools that were scanning my body up and down leerily.

Like the elite female cliques that were shooting daggers my way, as if I’d somehow offended them by merely existing.

Like Aiden freakin’ Buchanan draping his jacket over my shoulders in some weird attempt at comfort.

What in the ever-lovin’ hell?

The only people that weren’t staring me down like an insect on the dissecting table were Viola-in all her furious glory-the two men that weren’t charging each other anymore-only because they were each being held back by a team of testosterone-and the two teams of said testosterone.

All these latest current events were happening all around me, and my mind was kind of sluggish with the comprehension of all of it. While, yes, this was a college party, and I might have been buzzed, I wasn’t anymore, so the sluggishness wasn’t because of any mind-altering liquid goodness. It was because I shouldn’t be in the middle of anything remotely newsworthy.

Remember, I was the girl that no one noticed.

I kept my head down and stayed out of everyone’s business.

I went to class, and when I wasn’t in class, I was working, and when I wasn’t in class or working, I was studying or sleeping.

I. Did. Not. Bother. Anyone.

Ever.

I was definitely not the girl that guys fought over, either.

So, how was it that I’d landed smack dab in the middle of...well, I didn’t know what this was; my mind was still trying to process what was happening and why. My eyes kept taking in the scene, but my mind kept flipping over in confusion.

I mean, none of this made any sense.

How had Branson Morgan even noticed me among the crowd of people here? Plus, why would he choose me-of all people-to flirt with? Branson also knew my name, for Pete’s sakes. Why would he bother paying enough attention to catch and remember my name?

Also, why, in the name of all that was holy, would Mason Buchanan come flying out of nowhere, then start a fight with anyone over me? I mean, Mason Buchanan hated me.

He’d always had.
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Shane~

Sitting on the couch, pajama pants cladded and everything, I went over my fall semester schedule one last time. I couldn’t believe that this was it. I was only two semesters away from graduating Blaineview College with a degree in business management, and I’d done it all on my own.

Sure, it meant that I had missed out on the hyped-up ‘college life’, but I didn’t mind. Getting my degree and being able to feed myself had taken precedence over getting sloppy drunk and probably roofied. So, yeah, I was a twenty-two-year-old virgin, but I had put guys in the same category as getting sloppy drunk and probably roofied. No, I wasn’t saving my lady flower for that special someone or waiting for marriage, either. I just hadn’t gotten around to the dating phase of my life yet. I supposed that I shouldn’t be so cavalier about my virginity, but I wasn’t a big believer in true love or fated destinies. I had learned early on that people were replaceable and that my life was important to only one person.

Me.

Well, me and Jesus Christ, Our Lord and Savior.

Now, believe me, I wasn’t a zealous religious nut or anything like that, but growing up in foster homes, I had prayed to God a lot. Only through His good graces, had I gotten through the system avoiding the deep evils that existed within it.

I wished that I could paint a sad, sorrowful, regretful story of my parents tragically dying in a car wreck when I was young or something like that, but that wasn’t the case. My parents had both been drug addicts, and they’d both died with needles in their veins.

I’d been five.

So, I’d already been used to being neglected by the time that I’d been introduced to my first caseworker. Therefore, the systematic neglect hadn’t bothered me much growing up, but the physical abuse had been something new. Still, with every lash of the belt and every slap across the face, I had bargained with God that I’d gladly suffer the physical abuse as long as it never crossed over to sexual abuse. He must have heard me and thought my compromise worthy enough because the random beatings had continued, but I’d been lucky enough to survive the rest of the darkness unscathed.

I had spent the first ten years in foster care keeping my head down and trying to remain invisible as much as I could. I’d wanted to belong somewhere permanently and had believed that if I kept myself from being an inconvenience, then I would be able to stay.

However, the system didn’t work like that.

I had learned the hard way that, even if a foster family wanted to keep me, unless they adopted me, then they had to comply with the supply and demand of places for lost children. So, by the time that it’d all been said and done, I had lived with six different foster families, the last family being where I’d stayed the longest. They had taken me in when I was fifteen, and that was where I had fostered out of.

They’d been a decent family, and there’d been times when I’d felt like they really liked me. Still, by the time that the state had placed me with them, I’d already planned out a path for my life and not even their kindness could deter me from it.

The second that I’d felt comfortable and secure enough to think that I wasn’t going to be moved again, I had taken night classes and had gone to summer school to knock out my high school credits. When I had turned sixteen, I had stopped the night classes, then had gotten two afterschool jobs, but I’d still gone to summer school to knock out more credits.

By the time that I’d been a senior in high school, I’d had two grades under my belt that boasted of straight A’s and a healthy savings account. I had spent a lot of my senior year taking independent college courses, and when I had finally graduated, my transcripts had me looking like a genius, even though it’d been hard work that had deserved all the credit.

When I had started to apply for colleges, I’d known that, even with my academic transcripts being as good as they were, a big college would have been too much for me. I’d known that I would have no one as soon as I graduated from high school, and that meant college would be all on me. Even with my savings, it still wouldn’t have been enough to get me through school and still allow me to eat.

So, I had ended up spending countless hours searching small colleges and comparing four-year programs to six. I had also looked up scholarships and grants available to children raised in foster care. I had researched the cost of living near every one of those small colleges, too. I mean, I had researched everything, and I meant eeevvveeerrryyything.

Despite all that, I hadn’t been about to give up on my dream of getting a degree, no matter what the obstacles. So, if it’d meant me spending countless hours on the computer, researching every college in the country, then that’s what I was going to do.

When Blaineview had first come to my attention, I’d been set to pass on it immediately. It was a private college with all its monies privately donated by the attendees’ families. It was the epitome of the rich and elite, so it hadn’t been a place that I’d ever seen myself going to.

Nevertheless, when I’d seen that they had a program for ‘Social Growth & Community Improvement’, I had clicked on the link, and it had taken me to what amounted to a charity project. Basically, every year, Blaineview chose three poor kids to sponsor through college.

There’d also been a million conditions to the sponsorship, and if you became successful after graduation, then you had to pledge a certain amount of your income to the college for a minimum of ten years, and that stipulation came with its own other million conditions. It’d felt like promising your firstborn to Rumpelstiltskin.

However, the biggest lure for me had been that Blaineview contracted to pay for all academic needs, such as books, project materials, pens, paper...the works. So, not only was your tuition paid for, but you had a supply allowance, leaving you to only have to fend for your living costs, but that’s where it’d gotten super tacky.

Insulting, too.

If you were one of the chosen students of their little charity program, then you weren’t allowed to live in the dorms. You had to find housing off campus, and those living expenses would be your sole responsibility. They didn’t mind paying for your education as long as you paid them back at a later date. However, what they did mind was their charity cases daring to mingle above their station. You could go to school alongside their perfect children, you just weren’t allowed to engage with them socially. The theory-well, my theory-was that it was all a test. In appreciation for their generosity, you had to prove that you were worthy of such generosity.

Nonetheless, I had still applied, even with my reservations about the college, because I’d been serious about my path out of poverty and pity. I hadn’t been about to let my pride close any doors on future possibilities. I was also not going to let a bunch of rich kids intimidate me out of a future.

There was also the fact that Blaineview was one of the most illustrious and prestigious business and finance colleges in the country. If it had the feeling of an elite-secret-knock kind of school, that’s because it was. Blaineview graduates went on to run Wall Street and the like. So, I had applied and was shocked all to hell when I’d been chosen as one of the three.

My first day at Blaineview had been a reenactment of my first day in my first foster home. I’d known that I didn’t belong, and so I had kept my head down, minding my own business.

The second that the school had accepted me, I had researched the town of Prescott, Indiana and had a job secured before classes had even started. I’d done all this, discussing none of it with The Stones, my foster family. I hadn’t needed different opinions confusing me or deviating me from the course that I had set for myself.

My savings had been enough to secure a small apartment within walking distance of the college, and the town had a bus service that could get me to and from work. When everything had looked to be working out, I’d known that I couldn’t put off telling Adam and Maggie any longer, so I had sat down with them, then had told them everything. Maggie had cried, and Adam looked sad but proud.

What had surprised me the most was that on the day that I’d been set to leave, they had presented me with a check for twenty-four thousand dollars. When I had tried to decline it, Maggie had explained that it was the total of foster payments that they had received for the three years that I’d been with them. Adam had added that they fostered kids because they loved children, so they didn’t do it for the money. They felt that the money belonged to the kids that they fostered, so they always gave the money to their wards to help give them a future.

I’d taken the check, and it hadn’t been until that night, when I’d been sitting on the bed that came with my furnished apartment, did I allow myself to cry over their generous and kind natures. I still talked to them often, but I had seriously spent all my college years with little time on my hands for anything other than work and school. Sometimes, I juggled eating and sleeping in there, too.

Now, three years later, I was one year away from holding a chance at a real future in my hands. So, yeah, I’d spent the past three years with my nose in a book or a menu in my hand, serving people, but it was all going to pay off soon. I didn’t regret not going to parties, meeting guys, or making friends. Those things hadn’t been a priority growing up, and they sure hadn’t been a priority when I’d gotten to college-much to Viola’s dismay. That girl was a social butterfly, if I’d ever met one.

I still spent my summers turning my two part-time jobs during the semesters into two full-time jobs to pad my savings account, and I still studied like it was my first day of school. For three years, I hadn’t ever veered off my path to have a little something for myself, and I had no plans to start now. While everyone else was looking for a sense of purpose when they became adults, all I wanted was to secure a home, so that I would never be homeless or displaced ever again, and Blaineview was making that happen.

The only dark spot in all of this was Mason Buchanan.
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Chapter 2
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Mason~

“Sonofabitch.” Bending over, I rubbed the sting out of my right shin.

“Oh, hey. Sorry about that.”

I looked up at the sound of my younger brother’s voice. “What the hell are all these boxes doing in the living room, Aiden?”

Aiden smirked. “The twins told the movers to just unload everything in the living room, and that they’d put it all away later. I’m also not breaking my back with this shit all by myself.”

I closed my eyes, then let out a deep breath. I had spent eighteen years of my life living in a house with my three brothers, finally making my escape when I’d left for Blaineview. However, now I was right back where I had escaped from.

Now, don’t get me wrong; I loved my brothers. There was nothing that I wouldn’t do for them, and there was nothing that they wouldn’t do for me. Still, we were still four grown men living together, and that dynamic always had the potential to turn annoying.

Early on, we’d all known that we’d be attending Blaineview for college. Our father was an alumnus, and he contributed his entire empire to the education that he’d gotten here. However, I suspected that his success was attributed more to the fact that his parents-and their parents before them-had already been wealthy and established, so my father hadn’t had to do much to secure his ‘empire’, very much like me and my brothers were doing now. The only difference was that I wasn’t an only child as my father had been and his father before him. The conditions placed on me to take over Buchanan Industries had also been placed on each of my brothers, and that was perfectly okay with me.

Despite being the oldest, I had no desire to run myself into the ground, trying to maintain BI’s standards and growth alone. I didn’t mind being in charge, and I wasn’t afraid of hard work, but I refused to be so business oriented that I ended up neglecting my wife and raising our children like they were in military boot camp later down the line.

Besides, whatever I could bring to the table would be ten times better with my brothers beside me. We all had our strengths, and we all had our weaknesses, as evident by the constant reminders by our father. In fact, we knew our weaknesses very well.

Now, as for me, I had a photographic memory and could multi-task with ease. I had the ability to grab and take control of anything that was thrown at me, which was probably why I’d never knocked the shit out of my father before. I’d always been able to handle whatever he could heap onto my shoulders, and that included the shoulders of my brothers. After all, someone had to protect them from the sadistic bastard.

The flip side to my coin was that it was hard for me to identify with emotions. I was cold and hard, and I struggled with connecting to people.

At twenty-one-years-old, Aiden was the second oldest...or I guess, technically the middle child, considering that our two youngest brothers were twins. Aiden’s gift was his ability to do math in his head. He could calculate numbers, odds, and situational outcomes with his robotic mind, and it was really a neat thing to witness.

The flip side to his coin was the female creation. Aiden had spent his teenage years struggling between keeping focused on our father’s vision and sinking in between a female’s thighs.

The twins were eighteen, and our mother should have named them Lucifer and Dante, instead of Gabriel and Michael because angels they were not.

Gabriel was the oldest by three minutes, making Michael the youngest. Gabriel’s contribution to my father’s Buchanan Industries vision was that the kid could read people. It was uncanny and kind of eerie how he could spend ten minutes in someone’s company, and then tell you everything about the person’s character. Growing up, he had played a big part in keeping Aiden away from any planned ‘accidents’. Gabriel could spot a practiced, conniving, gold-digging whore from a mile away.

The flip side to his coin was that his loyalty was absolute. If I asked Gabriel to go with me to murder someone, he’d go; no questions asked. He ignored reason when it came to me, Aiden, Michael, our mother, and unfortunately, our father, and our father wasn’t above manipulating that loyalty.

Lastly, there was Michael. Now, you would think that with him being the baby of the family, he would have been spared our father’s dictations, but he hadn’t been and wasn’t. I had always suspected that Michael had gotten hit with my father’s demands the hardest because, after Michael, my father had no one left to beat on or bully...well, except for our mother.

Now, Michael’s strength was his calm, controlled, cool demeanor. While I could juggle a lot of demands and expectations, Michael could remain calm, even when he was in the eye of the storm. While everyone around him panicked and frantically tried to find reason, Michael could compartmentalize and find solutions to any crisis.

The flip side to his coin was his temper. Michael’s temper rarely came out, and I meant very rarely. Still, when it did...Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, was it a sight to behold. Michael not only lost his temper, but he also got violent.

Scary violent, and he had the scars to prove it.

It was the only way that anyone could tell him apart from Gabriel, and it didn’t help that he could fight like a caged animal just sprung loose. In fact, we all could. Our father had made sure that his sons had all grown up with all the expectations of what a real man was supposed to be.

Well, his idea of a real man.

So, we’d all been bred to be intelligent, groomed, strong, ambitious, and ferocious. Separately, we were hard to take on. However, as a whole, there’d been no one-so far-that’d been able to stop us whenever we’d gone after something together. Now we were all together again, and Blaineview was in an uproar over it.

Guys were trying to become our ‘bros’, and girls were tripping over themselves, trying to land one of us. I understood it, but I didn’t. Hanging out with random guys had never been an issue for me, nor did I mind running with a crowd. I also didn’t mind partying. I just wouldn’t call anyone here an actual friend.

Since attending Blaineview, I’d hung out, gone to parties, and had even gone on weekend camping trips or whatever. Still, not one person on this campus had ever been invited to my house. It wasn’t a secret where I lived, but it also wasn’t a secret that if you hadn’t been personally invited to my house by either me or Aiden-or now Michael or Gabriel-then you had better not come knocking on our door. Over the years, a few bold-or stupid-people had tried showing up unexpectedly, and every time, it had turned out unfavorable for them.
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