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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For every person who loves their family so much, they’re willing to risk prison time for them.
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        Jace

      

      

      I stepped through the old wooden doors of the bar, scanning the crowd for any familiar faces—both friend and foe. Like most other people here, I’d been stuck in this small town, never leaving. I’d only left long enough to join the pipe fitters union, and then I’d come back home, got a job in the next town over, and just kind of stayed around here.

      The only reason I stayed was because of my little sister. She was eighteen and pregnant, and I was doing my best to help support her. Her piece-of-shit boyfriend wasn’t working, refused to get some kind of trade to help himself, and was just a sorry son of a bitch all the way around.

      I had no idea what she ever saw in him.

      “Jace!” the bartender called, grabbing my attention. Harlow was the closest thing I had to a friend here. I’d been a popular kid in high school until I came out of the closet my senior year. Figured most people would be homophobes in our small town, and I was proven right.

      Not many people wanted to be around me anymore. It was like they were afraid they’d catch something that would make them gay, too.

      I fucking hated humanity sometimes.

      Harlow was a lesbian, but she didn’t have to deal with the shit I did. Apparently, being lesbian was cool. She just got constant offers for threesomes. I knew it annoyed the shit out of her. I was just glad she wasn’t being shunned like I was.

      Only thing was, I didn’t really give a fuck about being shunned. As soon as I could get my little sister to dump her sorry excuse of a boyfriend, I’d be moving both of us out of this godforsaken town so she could get her head on straight and make something of herself.

      Jessa was extremely smart, and despite her dumb choices, she was graduating at the top of her senior class. I was extremely proud of her. And with me being the closest thing to a parent she had since ours checked out when I turned eighteen, she was relying on me to keep her on the straight and narrow.

      And I would.

      I was all she had.

      “What’ll it be?” Harlow asked me when I got up to the bar. “Regular or you feelin’ a bit adventurous tonight?”

      I snorted. “Just my regular beer, Harlow,” I told her.

      She grinned and grabbed me a bottle out of the fridge behind her. After she popped the top off using her lighter, she put it on the bar in front of me. I grabbed it and took a swig, scanning the room again.

      She opened her mouth to say something, but my eyes landed on my sister’s boyfriend, who was definitely underage and shouldn’t be in here. I pointed at him. “He’s fucking underage,” I growled, cutting my eyes to her for a moment before locking them back on his sorry ass.

      “What?” Harlow asked in confusion, looking where I was pointing. “He showed me his ID, Jace. He’s definitely of age.”

      I shook my head and set my beer down. “That’s Jessa’s piece-of-shit boyfriend. He’s eighteen—a month younger than Jessa.”

      Harlow’s eyes widened. I stormed off in his direction, fucking pissed. How did he not have money to help Jessa prepare for this baby, but he had money to come here and piss away on beer and liquor? Was he so fucking stupid that he didn’t even know I was a goddamn regular here?

      I gripped the back of his shirt, surprising him for a moment. “You want to fucking tell me what the hell you’re doing here?” I growled.

      He yanked away from me. “Man, fuck off, Jace.”

      “You wanna repeat that?” I barked at him, not in the mood for his shit. Jessa had just been crying earlier today because she needed to prepare, and she hated asking me for help. Yet, here he fucking was, having the goddamn time of his life. “I don’t think I fuckin’ heard you correctly, kid. Sounded like you told me to fuck off.”

      He punched me, too inebriated to make good choices. I was itching for a fucking fight with him after the way he kept dragging my little sister around in circles, so I swung out, sending him crashing against a high table. The patrons sitting at it kept it from falling. He sloppily tried to swing at me again, but he was too slow, and I pummeled my fists into his face before bashing his skull against one of the booths.

      He slumped to the floor, knocked out. Yelling reached my ears. Harlow’s hands wrapped around my arm, and she yanked, trying to pull me away from the scene. “Jace!” she shrieked. “Holy shit, Jace!”

      I turned to face her. Her eyes were wide and frightened, her face pale. “The owner called the police, Jace, and that kid is bleeding from his head.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Fuck,” I growled. I should’ve known better than to retaliate. I should have kept my hands to myself, just called the police and let them deal with an underage kid drinking. But instead, I’d let my rage cloud my judgment, as usual.

      I was known for being a fucking hot head, and now, it was about to land my ass in a heap of trouble.

      Sirens reached my ears. Blue, white, and red lights lit up the inside of the bar.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I grabbed Harlow’s hand and gently pried it from my arm before looking down at her. “If I get arrested tonight, I need you to go break the news to Jessa. Don’t let the cops do it, you hear me?”

      She nodded, her lips trembling before she hugged me tightly. I sighed and folded her in my arms. “You can’t go away for long, right?” she asked.

      I snorted. We’d see.
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      I clenched my jaw, my teeth grinding together when I heard my sentence.

      Ten fucking years.

      I was getting ten years in prison, and if I was a decent human being while I was inside and stayed on good behavior, the judge would be willing to look into parole after six years.

      I’d put that fucking kid on life support. Didn’t feel a bit sorry about that. The only thing I was sorry about was not being there for my sister anymore.

      Jessa was sobbing behind me, and I could hear Harlow shushing her. I’d gotten out on bail, but today, I was going right back inside. Even now, the officer was walking over to me to put me in cuffs.

      I slowly stood and turned my back to him, placing my hands behind my back. My eyes met my little sister’s, and my heart wrenched in my chest. There was so much hatred and contempt there along with so much longing. Despite her conflicted feelings over what happened in that bar, she still needed me.

      And I’d gone and done something stupid to rip us apart for a minimum of six fucking years.

      I’m so sorry, I mouthed to her as those cold cuffs latched around my wrists, sealing my fate.

      She looked away from me and rested her hand on her swollen belly. I squeezed my eyes shut.

      I had no one to blame but my own fucking self.
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