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      I’m going to kill him. And not just metaphorically. I mean it in a very literal sense. Like with a knife or a pillow when he’s drunk off his ass or… Okay, that’s a lie. I do mean it in a very metaphorical sense, but only because I’d never survive prison. I might be scrappy and used to dealing with shit, but I’m pretty sure my hypothetical cellmate could still snap me like a twig. I digress. This time? This time, my dad crossed the line.

      Squaring my shoulders, I march up the steps to Harden Estate, trying to squash my interest as I take in the massive property in all its opulent glory. Why? Because, despite knowing what a rare occasion it is to be invited here, now is not the time.

      Yeah, the Harden brothers are known for throwing pretty epic parties, but not here. Never here. Or at least, rarely. Usually, they host parties on the beach or in an abandoned warehouse in The Drift or, well, anywhere really. But here?

      I wipe my sweaty palms against my thighs and tilt my chin an inch higher in hopes of looking like I belong on the premises, though I doubt I’m successful. It probably would’ve helped if I’d changed out of my threadbare T-shirt and jeans before I left, but I was too pissed to care. Then again, even if I had thrown on the most expensive dress I’ve found while thrifting, it’s not like it would help. Nope. I swear the rich can smell poverty like a shark can smell blood in water. The knot in my stomach tightens.

      A man with arms the size of tree trunks stands at the twelve-foot tall door. Tattoos swirl along his biceps, making him look even more intimidating than before I noticed the skull and crossbones etched into his dark skin. Speaking of being able to snap me like a twig.

      Keep moving, I silently remind myself.

      I hang near a group of sorority girls and follow the flock inside, nearly running into a bombshell brunette when she stops at the last second.

      “Benji?” She grabs the doorman’s forearm and flips her hair over her shoulder. “You don’t usually play security guard.”

      “Paulson had to step away for a minute,” he returns. “Gotta keep an eye on things.”

      Grateful for the distraction, I don’t bother sticking around to hear the brunette’s response as I step into the huge house. It’s packed and looks straight out of a magazine. I almost expected the place to feel sterile, but this? Warm hardwood. Custom casing along the walls. Gold and brushed brass fixtures. Large custom artwork expertly placed throughout. I’m pretty sure my entire home could fit in the entryway, and there would still be room for the unlit fireplace tucked further inside. It is beautiful. Dark and moody and provocative. Just like the owners. The interior designer must’ve made a fortune on this place.

      Not the time, Violet, I silently remind myself.

      I slip around a couple making out at the base of the stairs. Weed, alcohol, sweat, and perfume mingle in the air like a fog. A thick, dizzying fog. My nose wrinkles. I’m late. If I wasn’t, my dad would still be here, paying off his debt after making yet another bad wager on the evening’s festivities.

      Asshole.

      At least the party hasn’t ended yet. The question is, where do I go from here? It’s not like I have a plan. I have a bone to pick, sure. But a plan? An actual, tangible plan with an A, B, and C beside it? Nope. Nada. I bite the inside of my bottom lip and search the huge area for one of the Harden brothers or, at the very least, their right-hand man, Roman. I really don’t know who I’d prefer to approach less. None of them is what I’d call a safe option.

      Actually, none of them are safe, in general, if the rumors hold even an ounce of truth. I shove the flood of examples aside, well aware it’ll only make me want to hightail it out of here even more. In another life, maybe I would. Maybe I’d be able to go home and watch a show with some popcorn, my worries long behind me. But I don’t have any other options. Not if I want to get the hell out of The Drift instead of being swallowed by it like my mom was.

      I force another round of oxygen into my lungs, praying it calms my nerves, when my body jerks forward. Looking over my shoulder, I find a strange guy with dark hair—AKA the culprit who ran into me.

      “Shit, sorry,” he apologizes.

      “It’s—” I clench my fists, so amped up I’m afraid I might actually yell at the guy for an honest mistake. Letting out a slow breath, I soften my voice. “It’s fine.”

      “You sure?” His brows dip. “You look like you’re gonna be sick.”

      He’s not far off, but my nausea doesn’t have anything to do with him. I blame the smothering ambiance and the pit of despair churning in my gut. If tonight doesn’t go how I desperately need it to, I’ll lose my shit.

      Digging my fingernails into my palms, I try to focus on the man in front of me. “Do you…do you know who I need to talk to if I want to place a bet? I know it’s one of the Harden brothers, but⁠—”

      He grabs my arm and tugs me to the side of the room. “Jesus, New Girl. Ever heard of keeping your voice down?”

      Keep my voice down? Is this guy serious? I mean, I get it. Or at least, I would if we were walking around campus or something. It’s not like what the Harden brothers are doing isn’t shady at best, but under their own roof? Who’s going to overhear me? The boogeyman?

      I try to smooth out my features, attempting to hide my annoyance at Conspiracy Man’s sharpness. “Sorry. I, uh, I’ve never done this before, and I heard…”

      “Ford. He’s the guy who can help you out.”

      “Ford?”

      The stranger shifts his gaze to his left, and I follow it, finding a Harden brother in the flesh across the giant family room.

      Ford. Got it. Light brown hair, a wide smile with straight, white teeth, and light green eyes. Yup. He’s definitely a Harden, and from what I’ve heard, he’s also the nicest of the bunch. Or at least the most charismatic.

      Maybe this won’t be so impossible after all.

      “Ford,” I repeat under my breath. Turning back to Mr. Conspiracy, I add, “Thanks.”

      “No problem.”

      A gaggle of girls surrounds the youngest Harden brother.

      I’m not surprised. I can almost feel his charisma from here.

      Forcing my legs to move, I step around another pretty brunette and paste on a smile, waiting to be addressed as if I’m in line to meet a famous person. Then again, Ford Harden is famous. Locally, anyway. Or maybe not? Maybe the Harden name reaches far and wide, and a Drift-grown girl like me can only imagine how much weight the Harden name carries. Regardless, he’s like royalty, along with the rest of his brothers, so I guess I’m not too far off-base. And here I am, about to ask him for a favor. A massive favor.

      Yeah, this is totally going to blow up in my face.

      If he sees me, he doesn’t show it. Nope. He’s zeroed in on a gorgeous blonde with curves for miles. Honestly, I’m a little impressed. Not by the girl’s curves—okay, I’m impressed with those, too—but with how easily Ford ignores everyone else in the room. Pretty sure he’s planning to get laid, and by the look on the girl’s face, I’m going to bet he has nothing to worry about. If only that was the wager I was here to make. She looks like she’s on cloud nine just by being in the same vicinity of this guy. If the situation were any different, I’d turn on my heel and leave them to it. Problem is, I’m not here to mingle. I’m here to get my money back, and the only way I can do it is to interrupt the flirt-fest unfolding in front of me.

      Perfect.

      I clear my throat as he goes in for the kill, about to kiss the bombshell blonde in the middle of this very crowded room. If he hears me, it doesn’t stop him. Seriously, this guy is the king of ignoring me. He kisses her deeply, playing tonsil hockey as he snakes his arm around her waist.

      Okay, now this is just awkward.

      I clear my throat a little louder, but he still doesn’t acknowledge me.

      Seriously?

      “Excuse me!” I call out.

      He lifts his hand with his middle finger raised into the air, flipping me off without bothering to tear his mouth from hers.

      I repeat, perfect.

      Come on, Violet.

      “I hate to interrupt,” I say, “but I’d like to discuss a bet?”

      With a groan, Ford lifts his head from the girl but doesn’t concern himself with looking me in the eye as he tucks his conquest’s hair behind her ear. “I’m not taking any more bets tonight⁠—”

      “I know, but⁠—”

      “Find me later.”

      “You don’t understand,” I push.

      He drops his hand to his side and sighs. “Duty calls,” he tells his makeout buddy. “Give me two seconds.”

      Her bottom lip juts out, but she doesn’t argue as Ford rolls his head toward me. “All right, you win. What do you want?”

      “There was a, uh,…” I gulp, surprised by how difficult it is to hold the man’s gaze now that he’s finally gracing me with his attention. Seriously, are the man’s eyes made of emeralds? They’re so hard and bright, they’re practically glowing. I look at his chin instead. Focus. “There was a problem with a bet?”

      “Problem?” he challenges as if I’ve personally offended him. Then again, maybe I have. He clearly takes his job seriously, and I just shit all over it. Not exactly a great way to butter him up in hopes of convincing the guy to give me my money back, now is it?

      “Not on your end,” I rush out. “You see, it’s…it’s…”

      “What’s the name?”

      I force myself to look him in the eye again. “Name?”

      “Well, since I don’t recognize you, I’m gonna assume we’re not discussing a bet you placed yourself.”

      Damn. He’s good.

      “Name?” he repeats with a sharpness I swear could cut me.

      Refusing to cower, I choke out, “Virgil. Virgil Reeves.”

      “Reeves?” His brows pinch until recognition slips over his handsome features. “The old guy?”

      My head bobs.

      “Is he your dad or grandpa?”

      “Sperm donor,” I clarify.

      Understanding sparks as he reads between the lines of everything I’m not saying. “I have one of those.”

      Those. As in, an individual genetically connected to you but not personally, and they sure as hell haven’t earned any familial titles such as father or daddy. Not even close.

      “Don’t we all,” I grumble.

      With a single nod, he squeezes the back of his neck. “Yeah, it’s a bitch.”

      “It really is,” I agree.

      “Unfortunately, I can’t help you.”

      I pull back, surprised by the way he says it. So blunt yet casual, like he didn’t just wreck my world. “Why not?” I ask.

      “All bets are final.”

      “Final?” I squeak. My vision blurs. “But I thought…”

      “That because I also have a sperm donor I’d have a soft spot for you?” he finishes for me, not even bothering to hide his lack of empathy. “You’re from The Drift, right?” He doesn’t wait for my reply. “If I had a nickel for every sob story I heard from The Drift, I’d be a billionaire.” He smirks. “Oh, wait. I already am.” Something grabs his attention behind me. “Now, if you’ll excuse me⁠—”

      “You don’t understand,” I beg, desperate to keep him from ending the conversation and getting away before hearing me out. “He used my money. It wasn’t his⁠—”

      “Like I said, all bets are final.”

      “Yeah, but it wasn’t his money⁠—”

      “Not my problem.”

      My nostrils flare. “I understand it isn’t your problem, but⁠—”

      “But it wasn’t his money,” he repeats, tossing my own words back at me.

      “Exactly.”

      He hesitates, giving me another once-over. “Sounds like he’s a bitch.”

      A laugh escapes me, and I fight to control the hope swelling inside of me now that he’s finally giving me the time of day. “You have no idea.”

      “Yeah, it’s a shame.” He sighs again. This time it feels less annoyed and more…genuine, almost. “You’ll have to use a bank next time so he can’t access your shit.”

      I blanch. “What?”

      “No refunds, remember?” He gives a half-assed shrug. “But enjoy the party, yeah? Maybe eat something. You’re skin and bones.” He pats my shoulder, then turns back to his curvy conquest. “Now, where were we?” The asshole dives back in for another kiss, leaving me speechless.

      Seriously?

      My nostrils flare, and I tap his shoulder, pulling a low grumble from him as he ends the kiss and faces me.

      “You’re pushing your luck, sweetheart.”

      “He paid you like two hours ago⁠—”

      “Roman!” Ford calls, ignoring me completely and making my blood boil even more.

      Before he has a chance to order his muscle man—the one who isn’t by the door—to throw me out, I weave through the crowd, well aware Ford is nothing but a dead end. What the hell do I do now? He won’t even listen. The urge to curl into a ball and cry is so potent, my eyes burn, but I blink it away, determined to find a solution, even if it kills me.

      I can’t give up yet. I can’t.

      This is bad. This is very, very bad. What the hell am I supposed to do? I need the money. It’s my only way out. Out of The Drift and far, far away from my dad.

      My knees threaten to buckle, so I lean against the nearest wall.

      I am so screwed.

      If I could just…if I could rewind time for five hours—six tops—my dad wouldn’t have been able to snoop in my room, find my life savings, and hand over the money. And Ford? He would never have had it in the first place. He’d still be on my dad’s ass about paying him back instead of making out with a random girl at a party. Six hours. Why can’t I go back to earlier today?

      I know I’ve never been lucky, but this? This takes the cake. Hell, Ford probably still has it. The money. There’s no way he’s already deposited it. My dad said he paid off his debt at tonight’s event, so it should still be here. Right? I glance over my shoulder, finding Ford’s mouth still fused to the same girl. What if…what if I just…go get it? I need that money. And Ford said so himself; he’s a billionaire. It’s not like he’ll miss it. And even if he does, he won’t come after me. He’ll go after my dad. The person he should’ve gone after in the first place because it’s my money.

      It’s. My. Money.

      Slipping around another batch of people, I slink around the corner and up the stairs. Maybe Ford is too distracted by his hookup to notice me at all, let alone deduce where I’m headed. Right? I need to hurry.

      The second floor doesn’t seem to be off-limits. There are plenty of people scattered like confetti around the entire house, so I should blend in. Should being the key word.

      I reach the second floor and press my back to the nearest wall as a couple stumbles toward me. Their bodies are smashed together, hands roaming like they’re very much alone and not in the middle of a crowded party with the closest bystander being me, a girl who’s two feet away.

      At least they don’t notice me.

      Shifting another foot to my right, I take in the handful of doors lining the walls. Does one of them lead to an office or a safe or…something? Hell, even checking Ford’s room is better than nothing, isn’t it? I wonder what he’ll do if he finds me snooping in his personal space. If I hurry, I won’t need to find out.

      Hopefully.

      Pressing my ear to the closest door, I listen for any moaning but am only met with silence. I think. It’s hella loud in this house.

      With a quick twist of the knob, I open the door and close it behind me.

      Messy sheets top the king-size bed in the corner of the room. Two large windows frame each side. It’s as opulent as the rest of the house, but with sharper edges and a cooler color palette. Is this Ford’s room? I sure as hell hope so. Now, where would someone keep five thousand dollars? I turn around, unsure what to do now that I’m here. In the enemy’s room. About to steal from him. From all of them.

      Yeah, this isn’t a bad idea at all. Nope. Not one little bit.

      Despite the thrumming bass from the main floor, I tiptoe toward the tall dresser and search for a wad of cash. My wad of cash. It’s worn and weathered and has spent plenty of time under my mattress as I scrounged and saved every penny, only for it to be stolen while I was at work.

      I repeat: Asshole.

      My fury fuels me while I shuffle through the boxers, socks, and⁠—

      A creak sounds behind me, and my body jolts. Twisting around, I close the drawer with my back as my heart threatens to jump out of my chest.

      Shit.

      Tall guy. Broad shoulders. Sharp jaw with a bit of scruff.

      At least it’s not Ford.

      Not. Ford.

      I’m not sure whether or not it’s a good thing. Not when the alternative’s dark eyes swallow me whole and pin me in place all at once.

      Who the hell is this guy? Is he pissed? Surprised? Does he know? Can he read it on my face? That I’m guilty as hell? Or maybe he’s curious. Curious why I’m here. In a bedroom. Alone. When there’s a rager going on downstairs. Okay, maybe curious isn’t a bad thing. Curious can be good. Right? It means I might be able to lie my way out of this.

      Doesn’t it?

      “H-hi,” I choke out, praying he can’t already read the guilt on my face.

      His silence rings louder than a siren as he leans against the closed door, blocking my exit.

      Say something! I want to shout, but my vocal cords are useless, and I can’t figure out if it’s because the man is easily the most attractive person I’ve ever seen or if it’s because I was just caught snooping in a room I definitely should not be snooping in. I bite the inside of my bottom lip to keep from confessing right here and now in hopes of him letting me go. Of him letting me out of here in one piece when his piercing gaze hints of nothing but the opposite.

      “What are you doing in my brother’s room?” the stranger finally asks. It should feel casual. His question. With the way he’s standing, his hands in his pockets, his body relaxed. He’s the embodiment of a cool breeze with one exception. Those eyes. Goosebumps break out along the back of my neck, and I find myself wishing for his brother’s green orbs instead of the empty pits staring back at me.

      “Y-your brother’s room?” I stutter. “Uh, yeah? Yeah, uh.” It’s a fifty-fifty shot. There are three Harden brothers, and he’s clearly not Ford. No, this guy is…darker. Darker eyes, darker hair, darker soul. Hawke or Jagger. He’s Hawke or Jagger. Which means if I toss out either of those names, the likelihood of him buying my lie drops significantly. Playing it safe, I announce, “Ford told me to come up here and grab a condom, so⁠—”

      With a subtle shake of his head, the stranger pushes away from the door and moves closer. Each strained muscle reminds me of a lethal tiger. Smooth. Controlled. Which makes me prey. Weak, worthless prey.

      “Wrong brother,” he murmurs. The sharpness from his gaze oozes into his words, replacing his nonchalance from seconds ago. It weaves its way around me, rendering me useless. Yet, I’m almost…drawn to it, too. My pulse ratchets up with every slow, controlled step. His voice. His gaze. The heat from his body. It’s…like a drug. Mesmerizing. Addictive. I shake my head slightly in an attempt to dispel the feeling.

      Why is he standing so close? I peek up at him, surprised by the warmth of his minty breath and the way it ruffles my blonde hair.

      The hinges creak again, and I flinch at the sound.

      “What the hell?” the stranger at the door demands.

      I try to peek around the first guy’s body to see who the new man of the hour is, but the first guy leans into me more, rendering my effort useless. He smells good. I shouldn’t notice—I don’t want to notice—but I do. Pine, maybe? Not that it matters. I blame the adrenaline flooding my veins for noticing it at all. How good he smells. It’s supposed to make a girl’s senses sharper, isn’t it? That’s why. Yup. Makes total sense.

      “Jagger?” The new guy closes the door behind him while simultaneously snapping me out of my funk.

      Good. I needed it.

      Pretty sure I was two seconds away from leaning closer and rubbing my face against the first guy’s chest just to memorize the smell so I can buy a similar cologne to spray on my pillow at night. Not that I’d be able to afford the cologne in the first place or that the thought alone doesn’t sound creepy as hell, but⁠—

      The hardwood floor squeaks beneath the new guy’s weight as he steps closer to us. “What are you doing in my room?”

      “Another couple was hooking up in mine, so we came in here instead.” The lie rolls past Jagger’s lips, smooth as honey. He keeps me caged in, holding me hostage between his chest and the drawers behind me.

      “We?” his brother challenges.

      A warning simmers in his dark eyes as Jagger stares down at me. My lips turn down in confusion. What’s he trying to say? What am I missing? After another beat of hesitation, Jagger moves aside, revealing my presence to the third brother. Hawke, I think? Not that we’ve been formally introduced. Obviously. But it’s not like the math is hard. Everyone knows there are three Harden brothers. And if Jagger’s clearly Jagger, and Ford is Ford, then…

      “Figured we could use your room,” Jagger continues. “That a problem?”

      Hawke’s sharp eyes thin. “Don’t you have a fight tomorrow?”

      “Guess I’m making an exception.”

      An exception? What the hell does he mean?

      Hawke’s pinpoint gaze shifts from his older brother to me and back again before he reaches for the door handle. “Clean my sheets after.”

      “We’ll do it standing,” Jagger tosses back at him, like they aren’t discussing me right in front of…me. “Less laundry,” he adds.

      I fight the urge to elbow him but only barely.

      Did he really just say that?

      “Whatever,” Hawke mutters, closing the door behind himself. Leaving me alone. With a man who just caught me red-handed. Metaphorically speaking, of course.

      Perfect.

      Unsure what to say, I twist my fingers in front of me and stare at the ground. This is awkward. And bad. Why did he cover for me? Why did he lie? And to his brother, no less? What does this mean?

      “Thanks,” I whisper, though I’m not sure I mean it. I’m still…reeling. And confused. So freaking confused.

      “Don’t thank me yet.” Jagger faces me again and cocks his head, studying me. “You’re a pretty thief. I’ll give you that much.”

      Skirting right past the pretty comment because I’m not in the right headspace to tackle it, I cling to the second part instead. Thief? He thinks I’m a thief? How dare he! I fold my arms and grit my teeth. “I’m not a thief.”

      “Then why are you looking through my brother’s shit?”

      “I told you, Ford said⁠—”

      “Ford likes his girls curvy.” His eyes trail down my body, and he doesn’t need to vocalize the second part. Nope. He’s made his point. I’m a stick. No curves. No boobs. No butt or thick thighs. Just a boring, brittle stick. It’s probably from malnutrition while growing up, but what do I know? Not that it matters, nor do I care. The opposite sex is the last thing on my mind. Even so, I can’t help but fold my arms to cover a bit of his view as he peruses me like he would a statue in a museum.

      “Not gonna ask you twice,” Jagger warns. “Why are you searching through my brother’s shit?”

      I bite my tongue to keep from pointing out that he did, indeed, ask me the same question twice and choke past the lump in my throat instead. “I was…looking for something.”

      “Thief,” he repeats.

      “I’m not a thief,” I snap but fold like a wet towel because let’s be honest, there’s no way I’ll get anywhere in this conversation if I’m a bitch. “Okay, yes,” I concede. “I was snooping, but the items I was snooping for belong to me, so it’s not technically stealing⁠—”

      “And why would my brother—the wrong brother, mind you,” he clarifies, “put something of yours in his underwear drawer?”

      My lips press into a thin line, but I stay quiet because if my conversation exploded in my face with the supposed nice guy of the group? What will happen when a man with soulless eyes hears my reason for being here?

      I really should’ve chosen a different door.

      “Technically, I didn’t think it was the wrong brother,” I mutter. “I guess I’m in the wrong…room.”

      His touch is almost gentle as Jagger grabs my chin and forces me to look up. It’s like he refuses to let me curl in on myself or back down now that I’m here. Front and center and caught in his snare. Just. Like. Prey.

      “Why are you here?” he demands.

      “Her dad stole from her to pay off a bet,” someone announces from the doorway.

      Seriously?

      You’d think I was on a stage, performing for an audience with what little privacy I’ve found since sneaking into this room.

      Pulling away from Jagger’s touch, I shift to one side so I can catch a glimpse of the newest culprit joining us. Er, culprits. As in plural. Seems the party is moving up here. A very annoyed Ford glares back at me, and, with folded arms, Hawke follows him into the room. Tattletale.

      Apparently, he didn’t buy Jagger’s lie about us hooking up. I’m probably not Jagger’s type, either.

      Surprise, surprise.

      Ignoring my completely unwarranted annoyance, I push, “It wasn’t my dad’s money to give. I need it back.”

      My words hang in the air as Hawke and Ford exchange glances before turning to their oldest brother. It’s like they’re letting him take the lead.

      So Jagger’s the one to make the final decision.

      Good to know.

      I force myself to look him in the eye again, this time of my own volition. Big mistake. I’m usually pretty good at reading people. It’s not a flex. It’s a necessity. But Jagger? The man is a freaking vault. A stupidly attractive, square-jawed, dark-eyed vault. His silence makes me flounder even more because even though I was distracted by his brothers’ presences, Jagger’s attention hasn’t shifted in the slightest. Nope. He’s looking at me and only me.

      “So, you are a thief,” he murmurs.

      “I’m not a thief!”

      “Says the thief,” Jagger volleys. His expression is as locked down as before.

      It only feeds my irritation. “Just give me my money, then go after him again to make him pay it back⁠—”

      “He did pay us back,” Ford interjects.

      I glare around Jagger’s torso. “But it was my money⁠—”

      “Semantics,” Ford decides.

      “It’s not—” My mouth bunches, and I fist my hands at my sides, weighing my options. The problem is, there aren’t any. I know what it’s like to have my back against a wall. To have your hands tied behind your back and your options stripped from you until there’s nothing left. And this? This interaction? It feels exactly like all those other times. Those other moments I’d give anything to forget. “None of you are going to help me, are you.” It isn’t a question, and they don’t bother to answer. Nope. The same aggravating silence reverberates through my skull, giving me a migraine. “You guys are all assholes,” I mutter. “I’m leaving.”

      As I start to move past Jagger, he grabs my wrist, preventing my escape. “What’s your name?”

      “Where’s my money?”

      He shakes his head. “Not how this works.”

      “If you’re not going to play my game, then I’m not going to play yours.”

      Something flashes in his gaze as he runs a thumb along the inside of my wrist. “Look around,” he murmurs. “Everything’s a game here.”

      “Which is why I’m leaving.”

      With his free hand, Jagger pulls out a one-hundred-dollar bill and waves it an inch from my nose. “Name.”

      Staring at the crisp bill, every single meal it could buy flickers before my eyes. “No.” His brow lifts. It’s like the two-letter word is foreign to him. Or maybe it has something to do with the fact that the entire reason I’m here is to get my money back, yet here he is, waving some right in front of my nose, and I turned him down. “It’s not my money,” I explain. “It’s yours.”

      He shows me another two crisp bills, adding them to the first. Three hundred dollars. Three. Hundred. Dollars. And for what? My name? That’s it?

      Or is it?

      It always starts with little things. The slope is slippery, and if I’ve learned anything from my dad and my mom, it’s this: All it takes is one concession. One. And you’re trapped forever.

      Staring at the money, I whisper, “I’m not playing your game.”

      “Everyone plays.” He bends closer. So close I can almost forget we aren’t the only two people in this room. “It only depends on their price.”

      Their price.

      As if I can be bought.

      Seems my dad isn’t the only asshole I’m dealing with today. And I’m so freaking tired of rolling over and taking everyone’s bullshit. Having to react instead of just…being. Before I have even a millisecond to consider the consequences, my knee moves on instinct, connecting with Jagger’s crotch.

      His grasp on my wrist disappears, and he cups his balls, doubling over in pain as a low, muffled groan escapes him. “Fuuuuck.”

      Taking full advantage, I dart around him, only for a pair of strong arms to wrap around my torso and keep me in place.

      “Big mistake, sweetheart,” a low voice growls.

      I am so screwed.
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      My balls ache as I push to my feet. My vision blurs with agony and frustration, but I’m not sure which is greater. I take it back. The agony wins out. Seriously, I think I might puke. I haven’t been kneed in the balls since…well, since I was fighting a group of guys and one decided to play dirty when they realized that even though the odds were stacked in their favor, they were still having their asses handed to them. Even so, a shot to the groin was the last thing I expected. Especially from someone like her.

      She’s a fighter. I’ll give her that much.

      Cupping my balls, I let out a slow breath and try to blink past the black spots dotting my vision while the girl struggles in Ford’s arms. A sheen of panic paints her wide brown eyes. It’s as if she’s finally realized how much she fucked up by coming here, let alone sneaking into my brother’s room, throwing a temper tantrum, and kneeing me in the balls. Her eye color is even richer now. The dark espresso hits like a shot of caffeine. As they dart around the room, I realize why the look feels familiar. It reminds me of the helpless animals we used to snare when my dad would take me hunting with my brothers. A timid little animal who knows she made a mistake and is about to be eaten alive because of it. All it took was one wrong move to lead her here. Sandwiched against my brother. His grip relentless. As he waits for her executioner—me—to dole out her punishment.

      “Big mistake, sweetheart,” Ford growls.

      She squirms against him. “Let me go⁠—”

      “After a stunt like that?” Ford scoffs. “You’re not the brightest crayon in the box, are ya?”

      Hawke shifts toward the door. His attention stays laser focused on the girl who seems to have thrown us all for a loop tonight. Blocking the exit with his body, he folds his arms and tilts his head. Seems he’s waiting, too. To see how I want to handle this. Handle her.

      The once crisp bills are a wadded mess in my closed fist. Prying my fingers open, I stride closer to the pain in my ass still struggling in Ford’s arms.

      “Let me go or I’lll⁠—”

      “Stop. Moving,” I warn.

      Surprisingly, she does. Her pouty lips part, and she peers up at me. It’s as if she just realized I’m not still on my knees across the room from her. I’m right in front of her, commanding her attention like I do everything in my life.

      “Apologize,” Ford demands.

      She lets out a shaky breath but keeps quiet, determined to stand her ground. Honestly, I’m impressed. Lifting the crumpled bills an inch from her nose, I let her eye the money, then slowly wrap my arm around her waist and tuck them into the back pocket of her jeans. When my fingers graze the small swell of her ass, my cock twitches, surprising the hell out of me. I wouldn’t exactly say the girl is my type. Even so, I keep my expression locked down like I was raised to do. “To be clear, you should probably work on your technique,” I tell her.

      A little furrow forms between her brows. “What?”

      “Here you go.” I pat her ass for good measure to prove a point. That she can say what she wants. Think what she wants. But I have the power to strip it all away with a simple snap of my fingers or pat of her ass. “You earned it,” I add, referring to the cash I tucked into her back pocket.

      Panic swallows her confusion until utter hatred replaces it. “Fuck you.”

      “You wish, Little Thief.” I bend even closer. “You. Wish.”

      She raises her chin an inch higher. “Over my dead body.”

      My mouth lifts. “Next time, I expect you to be a little softer. I like to work up to the finale.” My gaze slides to Ford. “Let her go.”

      As soon as his grip loosens, she jerks away and reaches for her back pocket, but I grab her wrist, stopping her. “If I find out you do anything with the money except use it for yourself, I won’t be so accommodating. We clear?”

      Her chest heaves before her head dips in the barest of nods.

      “Good girl.”

      I let her go, and she rubs at her wrist with her opposite hand. Anxious. Scared. I tilt my head toward the exit, and Hawke steps aside, giving her room to leave. Like a baby jackrabbit, she darts away, not bothering to look back or even close the bedroom door behind her as she races down the stairs toward the main floor.

      Good. It lets me take in the view for a few seconds longer, even if she is a pain in the ass.

      With a quiet click, Hawke closes the door and leans against it again.

      “Who is she?” I ask.

      “Violet,” Hawke answers. I quirk my brow, waiting for him to give me more intel, but he only shrugs. “You gave me two minutes.”

      To be fair, I gave him a hell of a lot more time than two minutes. He just decided not to use it, choosing to tattle to Ford instead.

      “How’d you know I lied?” I ask.

      “You mean, how could I see through your bullshit when you said you were planning to fuck her tonight?” Hawke clarifies. A low chuckle rumbles past his throat. “Pretty sure you could be married to the love of your life, and you’d still keep your dick to yourself the night before a fight.”

      Call me a superstitious bastard, but he’s right. I never have sex before a fight. Sure, there’s nothing like a little post-orgasmic haze or whatever the hell you want to call it, but not at the expense of a win in the ring. The added testosterone and pent-up frustration from keeping myself in check fuels me. Although, for a girl like her…

      I scratch my jaw, turning to my youngest brother. “Ford?”

      “Dad’s name is Reeves. Virgil Reeves.” He collapses onto the edge of Hawke’s bed. “Lost a bet last week, then doubled down for tonight’s event when he showed me he had the cash on him. Lost it all. Five grand.”

      My nod is slow.

      “Didn’t think she’d come up here and search our stuff,” he adds. “She’s a bold little thing, isn’t she?”

      “Bold. Pain in the ass,” Hawke chimes in. “Semantics.”

      A grin splits Ford’s face as hears his own words repeated back to him. “Exactly. At least your room’s clean.” He looks around the tidied space. “Doris get to you, too?”

      Doris is our cleaning lady. And childhood nanny. And cook when she feels like it.

      Hawke nods. “She was on a rampage this weekend. Took half my closet to Goodwill.” Eyeing me warily, Hawke pushes, “You think she’ll be back?”

      “Doris?” Ford questions.

      “The girl,” Hawke clarifies.

      Violet. Right.

      I lift a shoulder but stay quiet, unsure what to say, let alone what I want the answer to be. I’ve never seen her before. Not in Harden Heights. Not in The Drift. Not that it’s too surprising. It’s a small town, but it isn’t that small. There are plenty of people. Plenty of buyers, gamblers, participants, students, druggies. Half the time, our parties are nothing but a sea of faceless people, willingly handing us their money in exchange for entertainment. Even so, I feel like I would’ve at least recognized her. Where the hell did she come from? Maybe Roman knows. Speaking of which.

      “Where’s Roman?” I ask.

      “Putting out another fire.” Hawke glances at my groin. “You good?”

      “Not the ball fondling I would’ve chosen, but…”

      Another grunt of amusement echoes from Ford before he sobers. “You know, I almost feel bad for her.”

      “Almost?” Hawke challenges. Despite how well he hides it from everyone outside of this room, he’s always been the softest of the bunch. The one with Mom’s heart, unlike me and Ford. Yeah, we got our empathy from Titas Harden. Talk about getting the short end of the stick, but it has its perks.

      Ford rolls his eyes. “You know what I mean. Unless…” His words hang in the air as both he and Hawke pin me with their stares.

      I know what they’re wondering. What they’re asking even if they won’t voice it aloud. If I wasn’t a prick, I’d consider it, but here we are.

      “No,” I announce, solidifying my callousness with a look of indifference.

      Hawke pulls back. “No?”

      “All it takes is one exception,” I explain. “People will think we’ve gone soft, and everything we’ve built crumbles.”

      “We’ve turned away a lot worse,” Ford adds as if justifying our lack of humanity. “Pregnancy, dead grandpa, losing their car.” He lifts a shoulder. “So, her dad stole from her. Life’s a bitch, but she can always make more money. Use it as a life lesson and all that shit.”

      Hawke scoffs.

      “What?” Ford asks.

      “Okay, Dad,” Hawke points out.

      “You know what I mean⁠—”

      “Life’s a bitch, but you can always make more money?” Hawke shakes his head, looking disgusted. “And people think you’re the nice one.”

      Ford pushes himself to his feet. “I can be nice⁠—”

      “Yeah, if they’re willing to put out,” Hawke argues. He stands his ground while Ford gets up in his face.

      “Enough,” I snap. “I’m not in the mood to play referee tonight.”

      Hands raised, Ford backs off, putting some distance between him and Hawke.

      “Thank you,” I grumble.

      Ford mumbles, “No problem.”

      “Says the guy who doesn’t feel like getting his ass kicked tonight,” Hawke interjects.

      My scathing look cuts him off, and he presses his mouth into a thin line.

      “What do you want me to do if the girl’s old man shows up for another bet?” Ford asks.

      A migraine threatens to take hold from his simple question, but I only lift a shoulder in response. “I don’t know.”

      “He’s proved he’s good for it,” Ford pushes.

      Yeah, by stealing from his own daughter. It reminds me of our father. The sonofabitch wouldn’t hesitate to take something from us if it helped him personally. I shouldn’t care. I don’t care. It’s like Ford said, we’ve turned away people in shittier situations. So why do I feel like a bastard? My guilt amplifies, but I shove it aside and pinch the bridge of my nose. “A bet’s a bet.”

      “A bet’s a bet,” Ford repeats.

      “Keep an eye on the girl for me, though,” I add.

      “Why?” Hawke asks.

      Excellent question.

      “Or don’t,” I mutter. “I don’t even know.” With a sigh, I drop my hand to my side. “I’m going to bed.”

      I start toward the exit, but Hawke blocks my path. “Jag, you good?”

      I force myself to nod. “Yeah, I’m good.”
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      He’s still asleep. Not that I prefer my sperm donor to be awake. The longer he’s passed out, the less I have to deal with him, but it would’ve been nice if I’d had the opportunity to yell at him again before he passed out last night. Alas, by the time I got home, he was so far gone, he didn’t even budge when I tapped his forehead with the toe of my shoe.

      Asshole.

      Coffee in hand, I step over my dad’s limp body in the middle of the closet-sized kitchen, moving my way through the family room—if you can even call it such a thing—and onto the porch, making sure to slam the door behind me for good measure.

      The guy stays where he is, snoring like a baby in yesterday’s clothes, his jeans unbuttoned with a puddle of drool spread out on the linoleum floor. I couldn’t even give him a piece of my mind after my run-in with the Harden brothers. The reminder is enough to make my fury ignite all over again. I’d hoped a little sleep would help bring it to a simmer, but it didn’t work. Nope. The tossing and turning only amplified my resentment and frustration while leaving me nothing but a numb, hollow shell.

      I don’t have enough money.

      I don’t have any money. Okay, that’s not entirely true. I have a solid three hundred dollars to my name, which considering my zip code and my lack of rap sheet, makes me one of the richest people in The Drift. The problem is, even if I am one of the richest people in The Drift with a pretty squeaky clean background, all things considered, I still don’t have enough money to claw my way out of here. Not anymore.

      I won’t be able to live closer to campus and classes and work.

      I’ll be stuck here. In purgatory. With the devil himself. My eyes ache. They ache so bad. I can’t decide if it’s from all the tears I’ve held back or from last night’s lack of sleep. Does it even matter? Not really. I squeeze them shut and lift the chipped mug to my lips, breathing in the burnt coffee like it holds the answer to all my problems, but I’m not naive enough to believe it.

      Fuck those Harden brothers. Fuck my dad. Fuck everyone.

      My phone buzzes in my back pocket, yanking me from my pity party. I pull it out and read the name shining back at me. Jenny Thomas. My head falls forward in defeat as I slide my thumb across the screen, bringing the cell to my ear.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Miss Reeves, it’s Jenny Thomas with Harden Heights University. I handle the low-income housing for the school?”

      We’ve only spoken a dozen times.

      “Yes, I remember,” I reply dryly. “Hi.”

      “Hello. I want to confirm you’ll still be dropping off your payment for the semester? There’s quite a waitlist, and I’ve already held the room for longer than I should’ve.”

      I sigh. “Yeah, I know. Thanks for that.”

      “No problem, Miss Reeves. You know I’m happy to help, especially with your…situation. Were you able to collect the rest of the funds?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from bawling my eyes out. “Uh, no. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to…to collect the rest of the funds for the upcoming semester. So. Uh.” I run my tongue between my teeth and upper lip, trying to keep my composure. “Thank you, but you can offer it to the next person on the list.”

      “Are you sure?” Her disappointment is almost as potent as my own. “I can maybe give you twenty-four more hours, but⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it, Jenny. Er, Ms. Thomas.” I sigh. “Seriously, it’s fine.”

      It isn’t, but I don’t know what else there is to say. Twenty-four more hours won’t do me any more good than a thousand. Not on a barista’s salary.

      “Are you sure?” she repeats.

      No.

      “Yeah, of course,” I answer. “Thanks again for all your help. I seriously owe you one.”

      Her silence is as thick as mustard gas, and I set my coffee at my feet, pressing my fingers to the corners of my eye in hopes of staving off the tears.

      “Not a problem, Violet,” she finally says. “If you need anything else, please let me know.”

      “Sure thing.”
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      “You good over there?” my best friend asks.

      I’m rarely in the mood to shop, but after the shit show from last night, the idea is about as appealing as being served a sundae of dog poop and calling it a decadent dessert. My nose wrinkles at the thought. Okay, enough metaphors for one day. Hanger squeaking, I drag a red and white polo from left to right.

      Lexie’s pointed stare only annoys me more.

      “There’s nothing here,” I tell her.

      She snorts. “I’m sorry, weren’t you the one who was begging me to cross into enemy territory so we could thrift shop?”

      “I thought there would be a reason to celebrate,” I defend, flicking through the selections like they belong at the bottom of a dumpster. And not a Harden Heights dumpster, but a Drift dumpster, which is saying something. “And even if there was a reason to celebrate, there’s nothing here worth buying,” I continue.

      “Come on, you’ve barely looked.”

      Giving up, I fold my arms. “Okay, then I’m not in the mood.”

      The woman has the audacity to smirk back at me, unperturbed despite my prickliness. “Look at you being honest.” She’s right. I’m usually a closed book. “Still mad about the Harden brothers?” she prods.

      My nose scrunches even more. “I can’t believe they’d do that, you know? Self-entitled pricks. They probably have an entire vault full of money, and yet they refuse to even consider being good people and giving me back my money. It feels like a crime. A really dirty crime,” I ramble. “Greedy bastards. I bet they laughed their asses off as soon as I hightailed it out of there.”

      “I mean, the oldest one gave you three hundred bucks as a consolation prize for hitting him in the balls, so⁠—”

      “You’re missing the point.”

      “I know, the three hundred wasn’t your money,” she says, mimicking me and making me feel like a broken record for how many times I’ve replayed the scenario, let alone filled her in on it. I can’t help it, though. I was so close. So freaking close to getting out of The Drift. Now I’m back at square one.

      Folding my arms, I let out a huff. “I’m just saying, do you have any idea how expensive it is to live in Harden Heights, let alone how long I was on the waitlist for the apartment? It was the only place within walking distance to campus even close to being in my price range and that was after a shit-ton of subsidies.” The reminder hits like a punch to the gut, and I lean against the rack, the weight of the world landing on my shoulders all over again. “I’m not going to get another opportunity like that, Lexie.”

      “I know, babe.” My best friend pulls me into a hug. “I know.”

      She’s right. She does know. It might not be a picnic getting to know either of us, but once we finally decided to let our guards down around each other, we’ve been each other’s sounding board, therapist, life coach, and everything in between.

      With the gate finally open, my word vomit continues as I wiggle out of her hold. “The tuition alone is going to kill me, and living with my dad is an absolute nightmare. He invites random people to the house. Makes messes and expects me to clean them up. Snoops through my shit. Last year, he even tried selling one of my textbooks so he could buy alcohol.”

      “He’s an ass,” she agrees. “Just like the rest of the lowlifes in The Drift.”

      “After my experience with the Harden brothers, I’d say it might be more of a genetic thing than a geographical one,” I muse. “Boys are assholes.”

      “Amen to that.” She clicks her tongue against the roof of her mouth, returning to her search for something worth buying in the thrift store. Me, on the other hand? Well, I’ve given up. Metaphorically. Literally. Spiritually. All of the above. Stick a fork in me, ‘cause I’m done.

      “But it would be really nice if someone could knock each of them off their high horses,” I grumble. “You know what I mean?”

      “Who? The Harden brothers, or men in general?” She tugs a hanger off the rack and shoves it toward me. “Oooo, what about this?”

      I take in the heathered gray fabric with the school’s logo stretched across the front, annoyed at how easily she found exactly what I was searching for. The material feels soft but worn as I rub it between my thumb and forefinger. Not like it could disintegrate at any minute. More like it’s been lived in. Appreciated. Tried and true.

      Without waiting for my response, she slips the wide neckline off the hanger and hands it to me. “Try it on.”

      Lifting it up so I can fully inspect it, I point out, “It’s huge.”

      “Good.”

      “Good?”

      “Yeah. Maybe if you’re lucky, people will assume it’s your boyfriend’s hoodie or something, and I can steal all the attention again.”

      Yeah, because she needs more attention. The girl’s been taking full advantage of the opposite sex for as long as I’ve known her. Okay, technically there was a bout of nunnery in the beginning, but then a family friend hired her at a strip club in The Drift, taught her how to basically weaponize her innocence to make money, and bam. All bets were off.

      “Steal all the attention?” I quip. “Pretty sure they pay you for it.”

      She bats her thick, dark lashes back at me, unashamed in the slightest. “And they’ll continue to do so until I’m old and gray.”

      “So, no settling down for you, then?”

      She fake gags. “Nope. No thank you. Men suck. It’s a fact, not an opinion.” She gives the hoodie in my hands a pointed look. “Try it on.”

      Bunching the fabric in my hands, I slip it over my head in the middle of the empty thrift shop. “Mmm, it smells good.”

      “Does it?” Lexie leans in and takes a whiff. “Uh, hell to the yes. This smells like sex on a stick.”

      “Or a forest,” I offer.

      “Or sexy man smell.” Her eyes light up as soon as my head pops out the other side.

      There are perks to traveling into Harden Heights territory for shopping, and this is one of them. No one wants to be seen in thrift stores on this side of town. It’s also where all the locals donate their gently—if at all—used clothes, which works out well for girls like me and Lexie, even if I usually have to twist the woman’s arm to get her into enemy territory.

      Lexie hates Harden Heights. The people. The money. The politics. She hates it so much, I’m surprised she reminded me of our little shopping retreat at all. Then again, it’s shopping. The girl never says no to shopping.

      Before I even have a chance to find a mirror, Lexie grasps my elbow and twists me toward her. With a gasp, she says, “Yes. Yes, you’re getting it.”

      “I haven’t even seen⁠—”

      “Yeah, but I have, and it looks so cozy, I might actually rip it from your body and steal it for myself.” My expression falls, and she grimaces. “Too soon?”

      “To mention stealing after the shit show my dad put me through yesterday?” I offer wryly. “And how my entire life is up in shambles thanks to said thievery? Yeah. Yeah, I think it is.”

      “Oh, come on.” She shoves me gently. “You’ve handled a lot worse, and your life is not in shambles.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “So you have to stay with your dad another year. At least we’ll still be neighbors, right? And now that my brother’s officially moving here⁠—”

      “Your brother’s moving here?” I ask. “Like…The Drift?”

      She nods.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I just found out.” She shrugs. “I guess his extra-curricular activities are…lucrative?” She peeks over her shoulder and drops her voice low. “At the moment, anyway.”

      I’d ask why she’s speaking in riddles, but I know Lexie. We’re in Harden Heights. And the extra-curricular activities my best friend is skirting around? Yeah…it’s probably best not to dive into specifics on this side of town. Probably best not to dive into specifics on any side of town. Not if I don’t want to be labeled a rat or wind up in handcuffs. Okay, maybe I’m being a little dramatic, but am I?

      Just because I’ve kept my nose clean in The Drift doesn’t mean the rest of the town has. Even Lexie has been known to dabble in the shadier side of the law or gather a few spicy secrets from higher-ups when she’s at work, and who am I to judge?

      “Like I was saying, I’m kind of glad you’re not abandoning me,” she continues.

      “I would never abandon you.”

      “Sure, you wouldn’t⁠—”

      “I’m serious⁠—”

      “Of course you are,” she says. “Now, like I was saying before you rudely interrupted me, Ethan’s in town, and since he has a fight tonight, I was thinking…”

      I wait for her to finish her sentence, but the woman simply smirks at me, well aware she has me exactly where she wants me. “What?” I finally ask.

      “What if we go?”

      “To the fight?” I squeak.

      “Yeah.”

      “We never go to the fights. We never go to anything Harden related. And,” I ramble, as reason after reason manifest themselves. “Why is your brother going to a Harden Night, anyway? Your brother hates Harden Heights.”

      “True, but he loves fighting, and from what I heard, he’s in line to fight Jagger tonight.”

      “Wait, back up.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, regretting my lack of sleep even more because there’s no way I heard Lexie correctly. “What?”

      “Supposedly, Ethan’s in line to fight the crowned prince himself,” she repeats. “Seriously, girlfriend. You have to start sleeping better.”

      “I sleep fine,” I mumble. “It’s just…last night was a bitch.” I hesitate, digesting her words like they’re a bucket of rocks. She can’t be serious, though. Can she? And even if she is, the idea of Jagger—the man who had me pinned up against a dresser last night—fighting anyone is…well, I don’t even know how I feel about it. Does he deserve to have his ass kicked? Yes. One hundred percent. No question. Do I want a front row seat to the man’s ass kicking? I mean, I am curious.

      “Come on. You said you wish there was someone who could knock them off their high horses,” Lexie reminds me. “And since my brother is matched with Jagger and all, it seems to me like you might get your wish.” Her brows bounce up and down.

      My wish. If I got my wish, Jagger would’ve returned my money, and I wouldn’t be in this situation. I drop my head back toward the ceiling and bite my tongue to keep from beating the dead horse more than I already have. Besides, this is…news. I don’t know how I feel about it. “And what if Ethan loses?” I argue.

      “He won’t.”

      “Okay, but what if⁠—”

      “Will you stop being such a Negative Nelly?” she begs. “People are freaking out. It'll be packed. We should go. What do you say?”

      I suck my lips between my teeth as the pros and cons list writes itself. Pro. I get to witness Jagger getting his ass kicked. Con. I could potentially run into my dad. Pro. I get to witness Jagger getting his ass kicked. Con. I vowed to never go to one of these stupidly orchestrated gatherings. Pro. I. Get. To. Witness. Jagger. Getting. His. Ass. Kicked.

      With a grin, Lexie points out, “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”

      I give her the side-eye, refusing to let her see how tempted I really am. It’s not that she’ll use it against me, it’s just…karma hates me. As soon as I admit to myself—let alone anyone else—how much I want something, it’s usually snatched away from me. But going to a fight night? I mean, it can’t hurt. Can it?

      “Vi?” she prods.

      “I’m on the fence,” I mutter.

      Her smile widens. It only solidifies the truth, no matter how much I want to deny it. “Yeah, we totally need to get you a new outfit for tonight.”

      As a last ditch effort to hold my ground, I state, “I don’t have the money⁠—”

      “Jagger gave you three hundred bucks, remember? Might as well use it.” She hooks her arm through mine. “Come on. I bet they have some good stuff in the back.”
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      Sweat clings to my skin as I jog around the gate. When the motorcycle comes into view, I stop short. It isn’t Hawke’s. No, this one belongs to my uncle.

      My. Fucking. Uncle.

      My dad hates my uncle’s bike. Says it corrupts with the family name. I told him Judge’s contribution to the family name sailed as soon as he started the band, IndieCent Vows with his friends. Now, he’s a tatted drummer with a shaved head, more groupies than any single person would know what to do with, and about as many family secrets as the rest of us Harden brothers.

      To be honest, I really don’t mind the guy. In another life, part of me thinks we could’ve even been friends. Until a few months ago, I even considered him someone I could reach out to for advice without judgment. Then, my dad called, and he came running like a pathetic little puppy. Whatever respect I had for the bastard swirled down the drain.

      The question is, why is he here now?

      Molars grinding, I slow to a walk, stretching my arms over my head. The steady thump-thump of feet on pavement confirms what I already know. My best friend’s right behind me. Roman’s heels dig into the ground when he notices it, too. The bike.

      “What is it this time?” he grunts.

      I shake my head, not bothering to answer.

      “Want me to wait outside?” he questions.

      Another shake of my head before I think better of it. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from my familial ties, it’s that family business is family business. Despite looking at Roman like he’s one of my brothers, I doubt my uncle will share the same sentiment, and I sure as hell know my father doesn’t.

      Sensing my indecision, Roman takes a step back. “I’m gonna run a couple more miles. I’ll be back in thirty. If his bike’s still parked out front, I’ll head home, and you can give me a call whenever you’re finished.”

      “Thanks, man,” I mutter.

      “No worries.”

      His retreating footsteps tug at my concentration, but I don’t bother watching him jog away. If I hadn’t left my phone inside, I have no doubt I would’ve been given a heads-up from Hawke or Ford. Instead, I feel blindsided. Maybe I shouldn’t. I know why he’s here. Why he’s been here. In Harden Heights. Despite his life as a famous musician. My dad called in a favor, and here he is to do his big brother’s bidding. You’d think they shared the same relationship as the one I do with my brothers, but it couldn’t be further from the truth. Yeah. Judge hates my dad almost as much as we do. The reminder only slightly lessens the sting of his presence. Because even though he hates my dad, he still plays by his big brother’s rules, feeding my father’s narcissism and belief that it’s his way or the highway, while kicking dirt on the path we’re trying to pave in the process. Because if my dad’s baby brother will play by his rules, why won’t his precious sons?

      Fucking coward.

      I push open the front door, finding my uncle at the unlit fireplace in a black T-shirt and jeans. Bastard must have a key. Scrubbing his hand over his bald head, he picks up a gold picture frame and examines the image. It’s my mom. Her arms are wrapped around our family dog’s neck, and she’s grinning from ear to ear.

      The floor creaks as I take a step closer. Judge sets the picture frame back in its place.

      “I forget how much your little sister looks like your mom,” he says.

      “The spitting image,” I confirm, not bothering to look at the photo in question. I don’t need to. Light brown hair. Light hazel eyes that are usually greener than they are brown. A smattering of freckles along the bridge of her nose. Yeah, Cobie looks just like Mom. Part of me thinks it’s why she was sent to boarding school. So my dad wouldn’t have to look her in the eye and see his biggest regret. Or maybe not. Who the hell knows what goes through my father’s mind. I gave up trying to guess a long time ago.

      My uncle glances at me. “You boys got your dad’s genes.”

      “The good, the bad, and the ugly,” I confirm.

      His mouth lifts slightly. “And mine. Some could say you look like me.”

      I run my hand over my thick head of hair, giving his freshly shaved scalp a sharp look. “You sure about that?”

      “You mean this?” He points to his head. “This is a choice.”

      “Sure it is.” The corner of my mouth lifts before I fold my arms. “You here to talk genetics or…?”

      Sobering, Judge gives me a look that would make my dad proud. Hell, it’s more fatherly than I’d even thought possible from the rock star himself. “I heard there’s a fight tonight.”

      A fight? That’s what he’s here to discuss? He’s a persistent bastard, I’ll give him that much. Keeping my expression locked tight, I say, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Sure, you don’t.”

      “Need anything else before you leave?” I step aside, giving my uncle plenty of room to approach the front door.

      He doesn’t even bother looking at the exit. “Your father’s coming back.”

      My gut folds in on itself, but I cover it with a laugh. “Not pulling your weight, Judge?”

      “Guess not. He wants to have dinner.”

      “Dinner?” I bite back my scoff. “Like, what? Some happy family?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Sorry, I’m busy.”

      “Didn’t give you a date yet.”

      “I’ll still be busy.”

      “Not an option.”

      I roll my shoulders. Of course, it isn’t. “And when should we expect this…dinner?”

      “Relax, you’ve got a couple months, but I figured you’d want the time to mentally prep.”

      Perfect.

      “Anything else?” I demand.

      “Might wanna pass the invitation along to Ford and Hawke. I have a feeling they saw my bike and decided to lie low until I leave.”

      “Nah, you’re their favorite person,” I quip.

      “Mm-hmm,” he grunts. “Make sure you tell them. Your father wants them there as well.”

      “Wouldn’t expect anything less. Any other…” I scratch my jaw. “Guests I should expect?”

      “Depends on how many donors there are.”

      My brows pinch.

      “It’s a banquet,” he clarifies. “Some charity bullshit your dad agreed to.”

      At least we agree on something. It’s bullshit.

      His persona. His charity. Like the man has a single selfless bone in his body. My ass. He’s probably hosting it as a tax shelter front. Wouldn’t surprise me.

      “And why do I have to attend?” I ask.

      “Because you’re a Harden.”

      He says it as if it’s supposed to mean something to me. As if it’s supposed to make me care.

      “Are you saying I shouldn’t become a rock star to get out of shit like this?” I volley.

      His chuckle is low and throaty. “If it worked, do you really think I’d be here?”

      The man’s got a point.

      And since we’re on the subject… “Why are you here?” I ask.

      It’s the closest we’ve come to an actual conversation. Usually, I steer clear, but I can’t help it. Why bring up the fight if he has no intention of putting any real effort into stopping it? Not that he necessarily could, but still. It doesn’t make sense.

      “Why am I here, huh?” Judge’s gaze cuts to mine and he almost looks…sorry? “Excellent question, Jag. Excellent fucking question.” Moving closer, he pats my shoulder. “Good luck with the fight tonight.”

      I hold his stare and tilt my head. “What fight?”

      His mouth lifts. “And you say you don’t have my genes. Smartass.” His heavy hand lands on my shoulder one more time. “Tell your brothers I say hello.”

      Then, he walks away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            JAGGER

          

        

      

    

    
      With a groan that would make any toddler proud, Ford drops his head toward the ceiling. “I’m bored.” After I filled him in about Judge’s pop-in earlier today, we’ve all been in shitty moods.

      “You’re always bored,” Hawke points out. “You,” he adds, addressing Roman. “Get your feet off the table.”

      Roman’s legs fall to one side as Hawke reaches for the remote on the coffee table and turns on the television.

      “What about fight night?” Roman asks Ford. “Everything ready?”

      Ford nods. “Same old, same old.”

      “So, it’s a yes?” Roman prods.

      “I guess so. It’s just missing the…” Ford hesitates, his eyes rolling toward the ceiling as he searches for the right word to describe whatever the hell he’s feeling. His therapist would be so proud. That is, if he had one. “It’s missing the high, you know?”

      Hawke snorts on Roman’s opposite side. “Because you’re an adrenaline junkie and when you can’t be in the fights, you usually get a hit by planning them. Not anymore, huh?”

      “Guess not,” Ford pouts. His baby brother syndrome shines like a damn beacon in the quiet house. “Maybe I need to go skydiving or something. Get out of this town for a little while or…”

      “So, how’s it feel to be back in the game together?” a reporter on the television asks.

      Curious, I take a seat beside Roman and Hawke on the couch as a few players from the NHL Lions appear on screen. They’re in a locker room being interviewed, but I have no idea if it’s before or after the game. Hell, maybe it’s only practice? I’ve never really been into hockey. Not much, anyway. Roman’s a casual viewer, though he prefers football and basketball. Hawke just likes the background noise, and Ford’s obsessed with anything he can take bets on, which includes every sport known to man.

      “Feels like we never left,” one of the players replies.

      “Really? How so?” the reporter prods.

      “Let’s see.” Another player leans forward on the bench and the reporter pushes the microphone closer to him. “For starters, we just got together for a friend’s wedding, and it was like we never left. We even had a Game Night, which was awesome.”

      “Oh, really?” The old reporter looks at the camera as if he’s intrigued. “And what are these Game Nights? Is it cards or a board game of some sort?”

      “Not exactly.” The players exchange amused looks until the guy on the right explains, “We used to throw them all the time in college.”

      “Game Nights?” the reporter clarifies.

      “Yeah,” another player chimes in. “It’s basically a party where we play a childhood game of some kind, but there was always an added element or twist of some kind.”

      “Yeah, like one time, we played Twister,” the first player continues. “You know, the game, right?”

      The reporter nods.

      “Well, instead of the small plastic mat you get with the official game, we created our own. It covered the entire first floor where we were living at the time. Then, we had everyone wear colored shirts to match one of the circles on the floor, so the players could, you know, touch a t-shirt or the floor and⁠—”

      The screen goes black.

      With the remote in Ford’s hand, he grins. “Yes.”

      I frown. “Yes?”

      “Fuck, yes.” He jumps to his feet. “Do you have any idea what we could do with this?”

      Hawke shakes his head. “With what?”

      “This?” He points the remote at the black screen. “Game nights. But with bets and booze and⁠—”

      “You’re joking,” Hawke interrupts.

      “Not joking,” Ford says.

      “Judge is already up our asses enough as it is,” Hawke reminds him. “And that was when we had everything down to a science.”

      “Yeah, but the science is what’s taking the fun out of everything,” Ford whines. “Come on. Let me plan something.”

      “You’ve already planned something,” Roman chimes in. “Multiple somethings. Like the event tonight.”

      “Yeah, but not everyone is interested in poker or drag races or fight nights,” Ford argues. “This way, anyone can participate and anyone can win. It would be so fuckin’ epic,” he adds as if the wheels are already turning in his genius brain. Seriously, the man is one radioactive mishap away from claiming the title of evil supervillain. “We could do it on the beach at a bonfire, or at the old carnival grounds.” He snaps his fingers. “Shit, that would be incredible⁠—”

      “And how do we make money?” I challenge.

      Pushing himself to his feet, Ford paces the room, piecing together the invisible puzzle only he can see. “There’s gotta be a buy-in, obviously. Fifty percent goes to the hosts, AKA us,”—he grins—“and the rest is split based on the game, the wagers, and the winners. It could work.”

      Roman meets my gaze from across the room, and he cocks his head, proving he’s thinking the same thing I am. The same thing Ford is, and Hawke, too. This could work. This could actually work. It’d be messy, sure, and would probably cost a lot up front, but the possibilities are…enticing, to say the least. Even so, I can’t help but be the voice of reason. “You sure about this?” I ask.

      Ford’s pacing ceases in front of me. “It’ll hit, and you know it,” he insists. “Hell, I can already see it playing out. We can do a ladies’ night or, uh, I dunno, something to open up the, uh, the main event to the average person instead of only the experts. Like you with fighting tonight.” He waves his hand toward me. “Is it even gonna be interesting or are you gonna knock the asshole out in one punch like last time?”

      His question hangs in the air as Roman rubs his chin, letting the suggestion marinate. “What do you think, Jag?”

      I lift one shoulder. “I think it’s worth a shot.”

      “Another KO?” Ford grumbles. “Come on, Jag. At least make it interesting.”

      “He meant your idea of expanding the activities,” Hawke answers for me.

      “Oh.” Ford stands a little taller. “Well, all right then. I’ll see what I can come up with.”

      “I say we roll it out on Halloween,” Roman adds. “Will that give you enough time?”

      Rubbing his hands together like the evil villain I pegged him for, Ford nods. “I’m sure I can make it work.”

      And that’s the thing about Ford Harden. He will. The man’s unstoppable.

      “What about the budget?” Hawke questions.

      “Aw, come on, man,” Ford groans. “Why you gotta piss on all my fun?”

      Ignoring him, Hawke pins me with his stare. “Our trusts are still frozen.”

      He’s right. When our father found out what we were doing, he froze our trusts in hopes of reeling us in. Instead, it only pissed us off. We’ve been living off our winnings ever since. Scratching my temple, I turn to Roman. “What do you think?”

      “If we’re rolling out a new style of events, it’s gonna take some investment.”

      “And we don’t want it to be shit, either,” Ford adds. “We gotta make it hit. Something for people to talk about. To create buzz and curiosity.”

      Hawke sighs. “If it falls flat, we’re fucked.”

      “So, we won’t let it fall flat,” Ford pushes. “This is an investment opportunity⁠—”

      “It’s a gamble,” Hawke interjects.

      “You’re a gamble,” Ford snaps, refusing to back down.

      Roman’s low rumble of amusement echoes through the large open room. It cuts through the tension, and my brothers join in. “That’s the shittiest comeback I’ve ever heard,” Roman says.

      “Cut me some slack,” Ford says through another bout of laughter. “I’m a little preoccupied with how much potential there is in this.”

      “Risky potential,” Hawke clarifies, though it’s less pissy than before, managing to hit its mark this time around.

      “Risky potential,” Ford agrees. “But so epic.”

      With a nod, Hawke turns to me. “What do you say?”

      “Every investment is a gamble,” I tell them. “But I think this opportunity is worth exploring.”

      “Yeah?” Hawke says.

      I nod. “If we’ve learned anything, it’s that usually, the riskier ventures have the biggest payouts.”

      Ford grins. “Hell yeah, they do.”

      “But first, you gotta get through tonight,” Roman adds with a pointed look directly at me. “You ready?”

      I roll my shoulders, paying special attention to my body and whether or not I feel like I’m up to tonight’s task. It doesn’t take long, barely a second, until I come to my conclusion. “I’m not worried.”

      “That’s my man.”
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      “Okay, the top is a definite win,” Lexie decides. It’s just after nine. The sun has set, and whatever streetlights once lit the crowded parking lot outside the dilapidated warehouse have long since lost their bulbs. It’s dark, a little eerie, and does nothing to illuminate my outfit in question, so I take advantage in the driver’s seat while there’s still light from my car to assess it. She’s right. It’s cute. Not necessarily something I would pick out on my own, but Lexie twisted my arm into purchasing it.

      My new, dark red top hangs off one shoulder, showing more skin than I'd normally agree to, but when the options are slim to none, and the desire to blend in outweighs the cons of sticking out like a sore thumb in a T-shirt and jeans like I did at the last party, this seemed like the lesser of two evils. I slip the strap back into place, climb out of the car, and close the driver’s side door behind me.

      “Thanks,” I reply.

      “You left your phone in the car, right?”

      “Huh?”

      “Your phone,” she repeats. “Ethan said there’s a bouncer at the entrance. If they find any kind of phone or recording device, they’ll confiscate it or make you bring it back to your car.”

      I blink slowly, convinced my best friend’s grown a second head because that’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. “You’re joking.”

      “Not joking. Supposedly, they take fight nights, or any Harden event, really seriously.”

      “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” I say, voicing my thoughts from two seconds ago.

      “And yet, here we are,” she quips.

      Rolling my eyes, I open the driver’s side door one more time, toss my phone onto the front seat, and lock the door. “There. Happy now?”

      “Not really,” she volleys. “You should hide it. Put it under the front seat or something.”

      “Because someone’s going to break into this piece of crap to steal a hand-me-down phone with a cracked screen when they have all of these fancy cars to break into?” I spread my arms and motion to the shit-ton of expensive cars littered throughout the parking lot. Seriously, you’d think the blacktop was located in the Hamptons with how many fancy cars are parked here. Until you notice the beaters mixed in. It’s like a puzzle tossed together with misfit pieces to make a very confusing kaleidoscope.

      “Good point,” Lexie concedes. She pauses and takes in the same strange accumulation of vehicles surrounding us. “Okay, we can go in.”

      As we walk across the parking lot, I ask, “So, how did your brother know about the no phones rule, anyway?” I ask. “Has he been to any of these before?”

      “Not that I know of, but it wouldn’t surprise me either way.”

      It wouldn’t surprise me, either. I’ve yet to meet the infamous Ethan Morgan, but from what little I’ve gathered from my best friend, he’s not only into shady things, he thrives off them. The reminder doesn’t exactly ease the anxiety simmering through me. I peek over my shoulder, checking the shadows for any boogeymen, but only find a few more stragglers dressed like they’re walking into a late-night club.

      “Hmm.” I hesitate. “How did you find out where to go anyway?”

      “They send out a message through an encrypted app.”

      “And how did you know to download the app?” I push.

      “Ethan,” she repeats with a shrug. “Why?”

      “I don’t know? It just feels so…official and secretive and⁠—”

      “Badass?” she offers.

      A little, but I refuse to give the Harden brothers that much credit. No wonder they have such big heads. With the funds to create a secret encrypted app, the popularity to generate so much buzz that people from all over town are dying for an invite, and the genes to make each of the Harden brothers mirror Greek gods, I’m pretty sure the term badass is only the tip of the iceberg.

      “Told ya,” Lexie quips, reading my silence for exactly what it is. “Badass.”

      “Didn’t you say you hate all things Harden Heights?” I remind her.

      “Didn’t you say this morning how you wish someone could knock Jagger down a few pegs?”

      My lips purse.

      She mirrors the expression, daring me to outlast her stubbornness.

      I give in within two seconds. “Okay, fine. Lead the way.” I continue following her through the dark parking lot and toward the abandoned warehouse. Metal. Rust. Cinderblocks. And mostly broken lights. That’s what makes up the building. It’s a bit spooky, if I’m being honest, but so is The Drift in general, so I’m not even surprised.

      Just like Ethan prophesied, a bouncer stands at the entrance. His large arms are crossed over his broad chest as he stands with his legs spread like a sexy biker man moonlighting as a super intimidating guard. One after another, he pats down each guest, then steps aside, granting them entrance into the run-down warehouse that’s been abandoned for years.

      “Holy shit,” I mutter.

      Lexie gives me a knowing look. “Told ya.” Stepping up to him, she adds, “Hey, big guy. Give it to me nice and slow, will ya?” As if this isn’t her first rodeo, she raises her arms into the air so the security guard has easy access to check her for any hidden…recording devices?

      Seriously, this is ridiculous.

      “Name?” the security guard demands in a low baritone. It spreads goosebumps across my flesh.

      “Barry White?” she offers wryly.

      The man manages to almost smile. “I meant yours.”

      “Lexie. Lexie Morgan. Nice to meet you. And you are?”

      Holding her gaze, the security guard drags his hands along her arms, sides of her boobs, and armpits before dragging them along her torso. “Head inside, Lexie.”

      “Don’t mind if I do.”

      “Next,” he grunts.

      I step forward and spread my arms, mirroring my best friend's stance from moments ago. “Hello, Barry.”

      “Name’s Paulson.”

      “Hello, Paulson.” He almost cups my boob, and I shy away from him, my nostrils flaring.

      “At least buy her dinner first,” Lexie quips from the side of the entrance.

      I fight the urge to bat at his meaty paws despite him being nothing but analytical in his search. “You guys aren’t kidding about the no recording device,” I add.

      “Not even close.” His hands leave my body, and he steps aside. “You’re good to go.”

      “Why, thank you.”

      I meet Lexie at the entrance, and we head inside. It’s dark. Not pitch black or anything, but dark. Ominous, almost. Fluorescent lights hang from the tall ceilings on thin wires. It makes me feel like I’m trapped in an abandoned basement, and I’m about to be tortured by a serial killer or something. I step closer to Lexie’s side and thread my arm through hers.

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “It’s always like this.”

      Always.

      Because Lexie goes to so many Harden Nights.

      Suuuure.

      “Lexie!” someone yells.

      Standing on my tiptoes, I search for the culprit. A guy with dark brown hair buzzed close to his head and the same olive skin my best friend was blessed with is staring at us with his arms raised in a what took you so long gesture.

      “Get your ass over here!” he calls.

      I give Lexie the side-eye. “Is that your brother?”

      “Okay, he’s a little impatient. Come on.” Keeping her arm looped with mine, Lexie tugs us toward her brother and the small group of friends. Or at least, I think they’re his friends. They’re standing around, shooting the shit together like chaos doesn’t surround us. Okay, chaos is a bit of an overstatement, but also…is it?

      The sound of fists hitting flesh mingle with groans and cheers as I try to take it all in. The sea of people. The alcohol. The familiar scent of perfume and cologne mixed with sweat. It would remind me of the other night at Harden Estate if it wasn’t for the added undertone of copper, thanks to the blood. Two stages are highlighted in the center of the large, open room. Each one showcases a pair of angry men in bottoms and nothing else. Sweat glistens off their muscles as they dance around the rings with their hands raised. Each of them takes turns throwing punches left and right while spectators surround the small platforms and shout at the opponents. Cheering. Booing. Gasping. Groaning. Chanting. The energy is overwhelming. It also makes me want to step closer out of sheer curiosity. I thought I’d seen it all, but this? This is something else entirely.

      One of the fighters takes a hit to his jaw and stumbles back, covering his face with his hands while the opponent takes full advantage and barrels closer.

      Lexie guides me through the throng of people until we reach her brother.

      “You’re late,” he says, stealing my attention.

      Here he is. The infamous Ethan Morgan. It’s kind of weird. Because I almost feel like I should know him, thanks to my relationship with his little sister, but with how little she talks about the guy, instead, all I feel is…confused. And now that I’m closer, I can’t help but notice their similarities. Not just the olive skin, but the shape of their faces, too, though Lexie’s nose isn’t crooked from taking one too many hits. Yeah, this man screams fighter. Bulky muscles. Cauliflower ears. Roid rage aura. Okay, that last one’s a bit of an assumption, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he dabbled in a bit of the juice. He sure as hell looks like he has.

      Waving him off, Lexie says, “Or did we make it just in time?”

      He gives her a look that would make a lesser woman cower, but she only gives him a smile. “When do you go on?”

      “Up next.” He casts her a quick glance before turning back to the closer brawl. “You gonna place a bet?”

      “I would, but it would mean talking to the enemy, remember?”

      “For now,” he mutters under his breath. His gaze catches on me for the smallest of seconds.

      “This is Violet,” Lexie says. “Violet, this is Ethan.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I offer my hand for him to shake, and he takes it.

      “Nice to meet you, too, Violet.” He runs his thumb along the back of my hand. “You from The Drift?”

      “Mm-hmm.” I let his hand go and lace my fingers in front of me. “Lexie and I are neighbors.”

      “And best friends,” Lexie interjects, tossing her arm around my shoulders.

      His eyes drag down my body, and the look makes me feel…I don’t know. Exposed, maybe?

      “Guess that means we’ll be seeing a lot of each other.” he murmurs.

      “Guess so.”

      “You work at The Body Shop, too?” he prods, mentioning the strip club where Lexie works.

      I shake my head. “I work at The Bean Scene by campus.”

      “Shame.” He tsks. “Would’ve loved to see you on stage.”

      My nose wrinkles, but I quickly replace it with an awkward smile. What in the world am I supposed to say to that? Like…really?  To be clear, there’s nothing wrong with working at a strip club, but hearing your best friend’s older brother mention how he’d like to watch you dance half-naked on stage isn’t exactly the best pick-up line I’ve ever heard, and it’s not like I can knee him in the balls and walk away, promising to keep a wide berth from now on. So where does that leave me?

      Maybe it’s nerves or something due to the pending fight, but Ethan’s kind of an ass. Okay, he’s totally an ass. Or maybe I’m biased because every man I’ve ever met is an ass so because he has an extra appendage between his legs, it automatically earns him the label. Ass.

      I stare at the side of his face, well aware that if I'm caught, he’ll probably offer to let me blow him, which will wind up with my knee to his balls, which is the last thing either of us needs. Hell, he might even throw me out of this little…event. Not that he technically has the power to do something like that. Not that I know of, anyway. And not that I care, either. Not really. When you’re used to being on everyone’s shit list despite your best efforts, the sting seems to shrink with every situation, though I would feel bad if he forced Lexie to go home, too.

      I turn back to the fight and fold my arms.

      “You think he’ll still show?” one of Ethan’s friends asks.

      “Jag Off?” Ethan grins, his arrogance so potent I swear I can taste it. “Yeah. He’ll show.”

      “Jag Off?” I murmur to Lexie. I keep my voice low so as not to rock the boat or draw more attention to myself than necessary. It’s not that I don’t belong here, but…okay. Yeah. I totally don’t belong here.

      Lexie’s stare stays pinned on the fight in front of us, but she tilts her head closer to me. “Hmm?”

      “Is that what he calls Jagger? Jag Off?”

      She smirks. “Apparently. It’s fitting, don’t you think?”

      After my singular experience with the asshole? Yeah. Very.

      Ethan bounces on the balls of his feet, like he’s already prepping for his time to shine in the ring. Part of me wants to ask if it’s the norm. If the bouncing is what every fighter does. It’s not like I have a lot of experience here. I’m not usually a brutal person or anything, but when karma refuses to be on your side for the majority of your life, seeing it dished out to someone else—someone who wholly deserves it—I guess I’m intrigued. So sue me.

      “Are you nervous?” I ask Lexie. I keep my voice down so our conversation stays between us. “You know, about your brother fighting or whatever?”

      She glances at her big brother, then shakes her head. “Not in the slightest.”

      “But you haven’t seen Jag Off fight,” I remind her.

      “I don’t need to. My brother’s been brawling for as long as I can remember. Besides, it’s Jag Off,” she says with a quiet laugh. “The guy was born with a silver spoon in his mouth. Being raised on the streets is…different. You know that.”

      She’s right. I do.

      As the air shifts around us, Lexie’s brother and friends grow more and more tense until I swear I can taste it. I search the warehouse for the reason behind the sudden shift and find the culprit. Dark skin. Dark hair cropped close to his head. Dark eyes. Roman Stone. He’s from The Drift. Lives a few streets away from me, though he’s rarely ever there. I doubt he knows that particular tidbit. That we’re almost neighbors. I don’t mind. The less I stand out, the better. Add in the few years separating our ages, and I’d be surprised if he recognized me at all. The man’s a Harden brother through and through, even if his area code tells a different story.

      With a strange indifference, Roman approaches and raises his head in greeting. “Think they already went over everything when you signed up, but do you have any other questions?”

      Ethan swings his arms open and closed, bouncing up and down like he’s already in the ring. “He really think he’s gonna win?” he goads. “Your buddy?”

      Roman’s gaze flicks over Lexie’s brother as if only now seeing him. “Go to the corner. You’re up. And, uh, good luck.”

      “I’m not the one who’s gonna need it.”

      Roman’s mouth twitches before his attention falls on me and Lexie, and for the first time in, I don’t know, five minutes? I really wish I could read minds. Wish I could know what he’s thinking. If he knows what happened between me and his friends or how my presence is far from the norm. Does he recognize me from last night?

      Probably.

      The Harden brothers are full of secrets. With everyone except Roman. They adopted The Drift riff-raff and never looked back. No one knows why. Part of me wonders if the Harden brothers know themselves, or if it was a natural, er, unnatural, decision full of impulsivity, just like the rest of their decisions, or so it seems. Part of me wonders why Roman adopted them back. Why did he turn his back on his neighbors and family and friends for…the Harden brothers? They’re a bunch of spoiled brats who have no idea what it’s like to go without food or what it’s like to be scared to walk home alone or down the wrong path once the sun goes down. Then again, maybe it’s a me and Lexie thing, and less of a Roman thing. He probably gets around just fine, thanks to his muscles and the way he carries himself. Like he could beat the crap out of anyone he wants despite his lack of time in the ring on fight night.

      “Stay here,” Ethan warns. He gives his sister a pointed look. It chills me to the bone.

      “Good luck,” Lexie returns.

      Not bothering to acknowledge her, he turns to me. “Gonna wish me luck, Violet?”

      I tack on my same fake-ass smile. “Good luck, Ethan.”

      With a wink, Ethan stalks off with his posse in tow toward the spot Roman ordered. Blood splashes onto the mat as one of the fighters falls to his knees, spitting crimson.

      How did Roman know the current fight would be ending soon and Ethan would have his moment to shine? I guess when it isn’t your first rodeo, it’s easy to know when someone’s close to tapping out. My focus shifts from the imminent loser to the probable victor. He winds up again, nailing the guy on the mat and knocking him out cold.

      Shit.

      “Talk about lights out,” Lexie mutters. “You think Ethan will do the same to Jag Off?”

      Maybe. Hopefully? No, that feels wrong. But also, Jag Off did steal five thousand dollars from me, so…

      “Where is he, anyway?” Lexie rises onto her tiptoes and searches the warehouse before pulling back slightly and letting her heels hit the ground. It’s like she’s seen a ghost or something.

      “You good?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” Her brows pull, but she doesn’t say anything else. And her silence? It’s freaking screaming.

      I nudge her shoulder. “You sure?”

      “There’s three brothers, right?”

      Three brothers? What does that have to do with anything? “Are you talking about the Harden brothers?”

      “Yeah.”

      Curious where she’s going with this, I nod. “Yes, there’s three of them. Why?”

      She looks at the ground, but raises her hand, lifting her fingers in a one, two, and three. “The cocky one, the quiet one, and the asshole.”

      “Technically, I kind of thought they were all assholes, but⁠—”

      “You know what I mean,” she pushes.

      “Okay? Yeah? So?”

      “So…” She faces me fully and drops her hand to her side. “I think I found the quiet one.” Her gaze cuts to her left.

      Following it, I spot Hawke in the shadows like some creepy stalker. Or Batman. Depends on how you look at it. And speaking of looking…the man’s watching my best friend so intently, I feel like I’m interrupting something. What the hell? So this is why Lexie got all quiet. Seems she has an admirer. Or a stalker. Or both? Honestly, I don’t know, but neither would really surprise me, and neither would be Lexie’s first rodeo, either. The girl works at a strip club, for Pete’s sake. Of course she’s used to dealing with a few less than savory gentlemen, but Hawke is hands down the finest. “Do you know him?” I whisper, as if the guy has superhearing and knows we’re talking about him despite the distance separating us.

      “Nope.”

      “Ever see him at The Body Shop?” I prod. “Maybe he recognizes you?”

      She rolls her eyes and bites the inside of her cheek, hiding her smirk. “Trust me, I’d remember a face like his.”

      We all would. His hair is a little lighter than Jagger’s. A little longer, too. Messier, maybe. If I close my eyes, I can still see his piercing green eyes from the first time we met, though they’re shadowed in this moment. Yup. The man is gorgeous. A little terrifying, but gorgeous nonetheless. I turn back to my best friend. “Was he watching you when you saw him, or did he catch you watching him on accident and now he’s staring because he saw you with me, and after my knee’s run-in with his older brother’s crotch, he kind of figured it might be wise to keep an eye on things?”

      “Well, if that isn’t specific, I don’t know what is,” she quips. “And the first one…I think. He was already looking this way when I noticed him, but it’s not like I can read minds. Was he still staring when you stole a peek?”

      I do exactly that a second time, but as soon as our gazes connect across the crowded warehouse, regret explodes in my belly. Okay, the dude is scary. “Yup. Still staring.”

      “Did he tell you never to show your face again or something?” Lexie prods. “Because there are at least a hundred girls here, and…”

      “What’s that fucker doing?” Ethan growls.

      Where the hell did he come from?

      We flinch at the sound, but Lexie recovers faster, hooking her thumbs in the back pockets of her mini skirt. “What fucker?” she asks innocently.

      He doesn’t buy it for a second. “The one staring at you,” he seethes.

      “I mean, who wouldn’t stare?” She motions to her outfit. “I look…” Her words die on her tongue, her body threatening to wither under her brother’s glare despite her bravado. It makes me dislike him even more. Seriously, what is this guy’s problem? Lexie peeks over at Hawke again, then lifts a shoulder, striving for nonchalance, but I doubt I’m the only one who can see through it. “No idea what he’s doing. But if you’re so curious, you’ll have to ask him.”

      Stepping closer, Ethan crowds Lexie even more, and she swallows thickly.

      “You know him?” he demands.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be over there?” I interrupt, pointing toward where his posse is currently hanging out while hoping the distraction will calm his egotistical and completely unwarranted reaction.
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