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To my son, even though you’re too young to know. You’ve brought so much joy to my life.


To my parents, for dealing with my daily rants and for supporting me when I thought I might lose my mind.


To my Ninjas and Cougars for just being there and making me laugh, even on my worst day.


And last but not least, my fans. You have no idea how much your love and support means to me. I love you all!




PROLOGUE


    There are moments in your life that stand out above all the rest—moments of pure bliss, pure anger, or pure sorrow. Moments that take your breath away. Most of these moment in my early life were painful firsts. The first time my mother hit me, the first time I felt the sting of a belt against my skin. The first time I cried myself to sleep, the first time I cleaned up my mother’s vomit as she lay passed out on the couch.


But the others, the happier ones—they’re what makes life worth living.


Early on, these happy moments were simple ones—the first time I ever stayed with Amber, my first Three Days Grace CD, seeing Logan smile at me as he sat down beside me on his first day of class. They were the little things everyone else took for granted.


As my mother’s time at home decreased, those special little moments increased for me. I lived for the times when she was gone, when the bruises would finally fade from my skin and my smile would be real.


Both my happiest and most painful moments seemed to revolve around one person, though. Drake. Even saying his name brought a smile to my face. No one else touched my life the way he did. When we had our lows, they were horrible, a whirlwind of pain and regret. But our highs—oh, they could bring me to my knees with joy. I had never felt such total and complete contentment as I did when I was with him. I knew that we were meant to last, that he would stand by my side through any storm I was forced to face.


Sadly, my storm did come. Starting out as nothing more than a small rain cloud, it brought a hurricane with it, not just for me, but for Drake as well.




CHAPTER ONE


Chloe


    My ears were ringing. I looked up as Drake grabbed my arm; his lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear anything he was saying. She was here, in Drake’s home, my home now. I felt Drake pulling on my arm and I forced my legs to move as he led me to the couch. As he pushed me into the cushions, I caught sight of scarlet dripping slowly down my legs from several small cuts. That was funny; I could see the blood, but I didn’t feel any pain.


Drake kneeled in front of me, stroking my hair gently. “Chloe, can you hear me? Snap out of it baby,” he said in a soothing voice.


His voice snapped me out of whatever trance had taken over my body. I blinked rapidly and shook my head, trying to clear the ringing in my ears. It had settled to a dull hum in the background, and I breathed a sigh of relief that I could hear him.


“I’m here. I’m sorry, I don’t know what happened.” I glanced back at the front door. “Is she still here?”


He ran his hand across my cheek before standing. “Yeah, but I’m going to go get rid of her. Just stay here,” he said as he turned to the door.


“No, let her come in. Let her say what she has to and then she can get out.”


Drake looked back and forth between the door and me, doubt clouding his face.


“Really, I’m all right. Just let her in,” I said as I leaned back into the couch.


Frowning, he turned and walked back to the front door. I could hear both his voice and my mother’s, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying, only that they were angry.


A moment later, he stepped back into the room with my mother following closely behind him. I watched her as she took in our home with a look of disdain on her face. Andrea Richards, also known as my mother, had aged greatly since the last time we had seen each other. She looked at least ten years older than her thirty-six years. Wrinkles lined the corners of her mouth and eyes, and her skin looked gray and withered. Her hair was still as blond as mine, but it was unkempt and her roots were starting to gray. All in all, she was a perfect picture for the “after” portion of an anti-drug commercial.


Our identical blue eyes met as she sat down in the chair across from me. Hers were glassy and watery, but she was still able to show her dislike for me through them.


“When did you get so dramatic, Chloe? You didn’t have to put on a show for me—a hug would have sufficed,” she said with a smug smile.


“Cut to the point, woman, or get out. It really doesn’t matter to me,” Drake barked out beside me.


I jumped at the sound of his voice and my mother smiled. “What’s the rush? Maybe I want to catch up with my long-lost daughter.” She turned her attention to me. “So tell me, Chloe, how have you been? I see you landed a nice guy to take care of you. I wonder how long he’ll stay with you until he gets bored?”


Drake jumped to his feet. “That’s it! Get out of my house and don’t come back. Chloe doesn’t need your bullshit.”


“Calm your horses—I’ll say what I came to say and then I’ll leave.”


“Then just say it and go, Mom,” I said as I grabbed the back of Drake’s shirt and pulled him back to me. I didn’t want him fighting with her and getting himself in trouble.


“Fine, have it your way. It’s about your Aunt Jennifer. It seems she’s been hiding her failing health from us. She doesn’t have much time left—a couple of weeks max.”


For the first time in my life, I saw my mother look truly upset. I had spent only a short time with my aunt, but she seemed like such a kind person, nothing like my mother, and her illness broke my heart.


“What’s wrong with her?” I asked.


“Cancer. They thought they had it under control, but it’s spread.” She took a moment to clear her throat and compose herself. “Anyway, she doesn’t have much time and she’s asking to see you.”


My eyebrows all but disappeared into my hairline. “Me? But why? I’ve only met her a few times in my life.”


“You’re her only niece, and for some reason she likes you. You and I both know that Jen has more money than she knows what to do with. She’s leaving most of it to Danny, of course, but she wants us to have part of it.”


This took me by surprise. Sure, Aunt Jen was a kind soul, but why would she leave me any money? Or my mother? She had to know what kind of person her sister was. And none of this explained why my mother had come here personally to tell me all of this. There was something going on that she wasn’t saying.


“I don’t want Aunt Jen’s money. Let her give my part to Danny or Jordan. They deserve it more than I do.”


“Of course you don’t deserve it, but she’s adamant about it. Since Jordan and Danny couldn’t seem to find you, she sent me to do it. We need to leave soon—time is against us.”


“Why do you even care if I get any of the money? There’s another reason you’re here, so tell me what it is. You’re not selfless enough to help even Aunt Jen.”


My mother’s face distorted in anger. “You listen here, you little bitch. You don’t get to talk to me like that—you don’t have a clue about me.”


Drake had settled into the cushion next to me as we spoke, but at these words he shot out of his seat and lunged at her.


I grabbed him and pulled him back as I glared at her. I was usually a calm person by nature, but she had pushed me to my limit. “No, you listen to me—I can talk to you however the hell I want. Tell me why you’re really here or you can get out, and all Aunt Jen will get is a long-distance phone call!” I shouted.


Her face paled as she squeezed her hands into fists. “Fine,” she spit out. “You want to know the real reason I came to find you? She won’t give me my share of the money if I don’t bring you to her. I wouldn’t be here dealing with your stupid shit if I didn’t have to be.”


Now this was the mother I knew. All her kindness toward Aunt Jen was for her own gain. She wanted the money so she could run around and do what she wanted with it.


“You have got to be kidding me! How selfish can you be, Mother? Berate me all you want, but don’t use your dying sister for your own gain. Get out.” I motioned to the door as I spoke.


I’d had enough of her lies. I knew there was something in this for her and there it was: she was going to use me to get money from my dying aunt.


“I’m not going anywhere until you agree to come with me. If you don’t, I’ll make your life hell. I know where you work, where you live, who your friends are. I bet Amber and Logan would love a visit from me. You know I’ll do it.”


My stomach knotted as I looked at the vile creature in front of me. She was low enough to not only make my life hell, but everyone’s that I cared about as well. If I did this, went one last time to see my aunt, maybe she would leave me alone. Even though I hadn’t seen my aunt in years, I thought the world of her. I just hated the fact that I would be accompanied by my mother when I went to see her.


“You stay away from them—they don’t need your bullshit. If I do this, I want you gone from my life permanently; you will disappear the minute I walk away from this mess. Is that understood?”


Drake turned to look at me, his mouth agape. “You can’t be serious! This woman is mental.”


“I’m serious. I’m tired of playing these mind games with her.” I turned my attention back to my mother. “Do we have a deal?”


I saw triumph flash in her eyes at my proposition. She had no idea what I was planning. The minute I saw my aunt, I was going to tell her not to give my mother or myself a dime; that money belonged to Danny, and I was not about to let my mother get her paws on it.


“Deal. We leave tonight.”


I shook my head. “No, Drake is leaving in two weeks. I’m spending them with him before he goes.” She opened her mouth to argue, but I cut her off. “I said no. If you don’t like it, I can call Aunt Jen right now.”


Her glare was murderous as she stood. “Fine, you spiteful brat, but I’ll be back for you in two weeks if you don’t show up. I’ll drag you into my car if I have to.”


“That won’t be necessary; I’ll drive Chloe to her aunt’s house. She doesn’t need to put up with you in a car by herself for hours,” Drake said from his seat on the couch. A storm was brewing behind his eyes, and I knew I was in for it the moment we were alone.


I stood and walked to the door, holding it open for her. “There, everything is settled. Now get out of my house before I remove you myself.”


She walked swiftly past me and out the door. She turned when she was outside. “I’ll be waiting. Two weeks, or I’ll be back.”


I looked behind her and noticed a beat-up car idling by the curb. A large man was sitting behind the wheel, watching us. He gave me a grin that made my skin crawl as I slammed the door in my mother’s face.


“Two weeks,” I groaned as I leaned against the door. I looked up to see Drake watching me from the doorway.


“Not now, Drake—yell at me later.”


“Are you out of your fucking mind?” he roared.


I walked past him to the kitchen and grabbed a broom and dustpan to clean up the glass I had dropped earlier. I continued to ignore him as I swept up every shard of glass, even though I felt his gaze on me.


“Talk to me, Chloe. What were you thinking? Making a deal with that woman is like making a deal with the devil. You know better than that.”


I glanced up at him and saw the worry in his eyes. “I’m not doing this for her; I’m doing this for my aunt. I’ll be damned if I let my mother have one penny of that woman’s money.”


“What do you mean? You’re going to see her. If you don’t want her to give your mom the money, you need to stay away.”


I gave him a small smile as I walked around him and dumped the glass into the garbage. “Not necessarily. I’m going to my aunt’s to tell her not to give it to her. I’m sure she realizes my mom is a horrible person, but once I tell her everything that she’s done to me, I have no doubt that I can get her to change her mind.”


The corners of his mouth turned up in a grin. “Wait, let me get this straight. She manipulated you into going only to have you turn the tables and manipulate her?”


I couldn’t help but giggle at the look of awe on his face. “Yeah, that about sums it up. She has it coming to her, and I’m going to personally make sure she gets what she deserves.”


Drake was across the room in a flash. He picked me up and swung me around until I started feeling dizzy. “Do you have any idea how sexy you are when you’re being evil?”


“Put me down! I’m not going to be very sexy if I vomit on your shoes, and you’re making me sick!”


He quickly dropped me and stepped back. I grabbed the countertop to keep my balance. “Thanks.”


But before my head could stop spinning, he grabbed me and pulled me into his arms, kissing me deeply. “Come on, I want to show you just how sexy you are.”


With that, we made our way to the bedroom, our now cold dinner forgotten. Who needed food when you had Drake?


     • • • 


    “You’re absolutely insane, woman!” Amber screeched at me the next afternoon.


I was having lunch with Amber and Logan, and I had just broken the news about my surprise trip to Maryland and my mother’s visit last night. Unsurprisingly, they were not taking it well.


“Chloe, this is insane—you’re willingly walking into the belly of the beast. Even if your plan to change your aunt’s mind works, you’re still going to be stuck in a house with that woman when your aunt breaks the news. I don’t see that ending well,” Logan said as he looked at me with concern.


After everything that had happened between us, he was trying to rein in his overprotective streak, and I could see how much trouble he was having right now. His voice was calm, but his eyes said he wanted to grab me and lock me in his room.


“I won’t be there when my aunt tells her. I’m only staying long enough to convince her not to give my mom the money, and then I’ll be in my car on my way to one of Drake’s shows. But if things do go bad, Danny will be there to help me, and I’m sure Jordan will be too.”


“How long are you staying?” Amber asked as she sipped her coffee.


I twirled my hair as I watched people through the window of the café we were sitting in, lost in thought. If I could pull this off without any problems, I would be there only a couple of days. If something went wrong—well, I wouldn’t worry about that now.


“Not long. Drake will be playing shows in Maryland while I’m there, so whenever I’m done I’m going to meet up with him and continue on.”


“So you’ll still be gone all summer?” Amber asked as she pouted. When I told her about Drake asking me to go with the band, she had not been happy at all. She had plans for us this summer that had involved lots of shopping, along with other things I absolutely hated. I had felt horrible about ruining her plans, but secretly I was glad I could get out of them.


“Yes, I’m still going with Drake. You’ll have Logan to keep you company—take him shopping,” I said as Logan shot me a glare.


“Yeah, not happening. I have better things to do than walk around the mall for six hours while Amber searches for the perfect pair of shoes,” he said with a visible shudder.


I couldn’t help but laugh at his reaction. If there was anyone else in this world who hated shopping more than I did, it was Logan.


Logan shot me a grin and I felt my heart lighten. After three months, I still took every smile he gave me to heart. There had been a few tense weeks when I thought I’d lost him forever, but Logan, being the kind soul he is, had taken me back with open arms. Even though things would get strained and awkward from time to time, Logan and I were healing together. Drake and he had both agreed to get along with each other, but if I brought Drake around I could easily see the resentment in Logan’s eyes. I tried not to let it bother me—the past was the past—but sometimes it did.


“Shut up, both of you. I don’t need either of you to go shopping with me; I can have fun all by myself!” Amber said, shooting us both a glare.


“We know you can, Amber,” I said as I hid a smile.


“And you’d better freaking call me at least once a week while you’re gone! I mean it. I can’t go from spending every day with you to nothing for three months,” Amber said.


“You know I will. I’m going to miss you guys too, you know—this isn’t all one-sided. It’s been a long time since I spent any real amount of time without you two and it’s going to suck.”


“Damn straight it will!” Amber said as she practically pulled me from my seat to hug me.


I giggled as I turned my head to look at Logan, who was watching us as if we’d lost our minds. “Get over here, big guy—group hug!”


He rolled his eyes as he leaned in and wrapped his arms around both of us. “You two are completely mental. How I’m even friends with either of you, I’ll never know.”


Amber stuck her tongue out at him. “You know you love us both, so shut up.”


His eyes met mine and I felt my stomach clench with guilt.


“Yeah, I do.”




    CHAPTER TWO


Drake


    I grabbed the last of Chloe’s bags and threw them into the trunk of her car. I slammed it shut, praying the latch would catch with so many things crammed inside. Of course it didn’t, and I spent the next five minutes hopping up and down on the trunk like an idiot until it latched. I jumped down from her car, breathing heavily, and turned to see Chloe watching me from the front of the car with an amused expression on her face.


“Did you pack for three months or three years? This is ridiculous,” I said as I grabbed the overnight bag I was taking with me to her aunt’s house and tossed it in front of the passenger’s seat. No way was that thing fitting in the backseat with her junk back there too. For a girl who hated to shop, she sure had a lot of clothes.


“Shut up. I’m a girl, which means I change my shirt and underwear daily, unlike some people.”


“I change mine daily too, but you don’t see my cramming sixty pairs of underwear into a suitcase. I’m sure we’ll pass a Laundromat at some point—no need to have an outfit for every day we’re gone.” I pointed to the back of her car. “You know you’re going to have to leave most of this in your car, right? No way is the bus going to hold all that crap.”


“Yeah, I figured as much. When are they supposed to be here with the bus, anyway? We need to get going soon.”


The band had acquired a small tour bus—actually, I had acquired it—and we were waiting for Eric and Adam to show up so I could load my bags before Chloe and I left for her aunt’s house. Since our first few shows were in Maryland, the plan was for me to ride with Chloe to her aunt’s house and stay with her for a couple of days. Once the band had everything loaded into the bus, they would meet us there to pick me up. I was hoping everything would be settled by then and she could come with us when we left; if not, our first stop was only about an hour away from her aunt’s, so she could catch up with us quickly.


“Right on time,” I said as I noticed the bus turning down our street.


I caught sight of Adam in the driver’s seat and groaned. I’d told them I wanted Eric to drive so that I knew the bus would survive; with Adam at the wheel, that didn’t seem like a possibility. I loved the guy like a brother, but I’d seen him destroy more cars than hearts since we had been friends and I knew this couldn’t end well.


“What’s up, fuckers?” Adam shouted as he and Eric stepped out of the bus.


“I thought we agreed to let Eric drive,” I asked.


Eric sent me an apologetic look. “That’s what I told him, but you know how he is.”


“Whatever, asshole—I just drove here. I’ll let Eric take over once we leave for the tour.”


“Yeah, good plan. Now help me get this shit in the bus so we can get out of here. I want to get there before dark,” I said as I grabbed a couple of bags and carried them to the side of the bus.


Adam completely ignored me as he walked over to talk to Chloe while Eric and I loaded the rest of the bags and my guitar into the bus. Once we had everything put away, I walked over and smacked him across the back of the head.


“Ouch! What the hell was that for?” he said as he rubbed the back of his head.


“Thanks for helping. Now get out of here—I’ll see you guys in a couple of days.”


They waved and wished Chloe luck in dealing with the psycho as they left. I had given them the short version of the story, and they were as appalled as I was over the whole mess.


We watched them pull back down the street, and I cringed as Adam nearly took out an oncoming car. I shook my head as we walked to Chloe’s car and got in.


“If Adam drives when they come to pick me up, I have a feeling we’re going to all be stuck riding in your car with Adam strapped on top,” I said as she started the car.


“He can’t be that bad,” she laughed.


“Oh, trust me, he is. If he keeps a car six months before totaling it, it’s a miracle. I won’t even let him ride in mine.”


“Wow, I guess you guys better watch your bus, then. How did the band even manage to get that thing, anyway? It had to have cost a fortune.”


I squirmed uncomfortably in my seat. “We’re only renting it.”


“Yeah, but still, even just renting it had to cost a lot.”


I figured I might as well just get this out of the way now; I knew she’d be upset when she learned I had kept something like this from her.


“I paid for it,” I said in a rush.


“What?”


I sighed and ran my hands through my hair. “I said I paid for it. I used my money to rent it for the trip.”


She gave me a confused look. “How did you pay for something like that? No offense, but a struggling musician in college doesn’t have that kind of cash.”


“Well, see the thing is, my parents left me some money when they died. My dad’s best friend was a lawyer at the firm he worked at and invested it for me. My uncle has control over it until I turn twenty-one, but he sent me enough to cover the tour expenses and the bus.”


“How much money are we talking about here, Drake?” she asked.


“I don’t know the exact dollar amount, but it’s right around half a million by now.”


Her mouth dropped open. “So basically, we’ve been a couple for three months and you failed to mention you’re loaded? Were you afraid I was going to use you for your money or something?”


I could hear the hurt in her words as she spoke. “No, nothing like that. I know you would never do something like that; it’s just not something that I talk about. Besides, I don’t even have it yet. When I do, I don’t intend on spending it—I’ll just leave it where it is and let it grow. I might need it for retirement someday, the way the economy is.”


“Wow, I don’t even know what to say to that. Who knew I would be dating a rich guy?” She laughed. “I guess that makes you my sugar daddy.”


I breathed a sigh of relief as I realized she wasn’t mad. “I’ll be your sugar daddy any day, babe.”


I settled back into my seat to get comfortable for the rest of the six-hour trip in a cramped car. We were silent for a while and I passed the time by watching Chloe as she drove. She seemed nervous, constantly fidgeting and changing the CD in the stereo. I couldn’t really blame her; she had a dying aunt to say goodbye to and a crazy-ass mother who would be out for blood in a matter of days.


I didn’t really know a lot about Andrea since Chloe hated talking about her, but what I did know was all bad. I don’t think she had even one good memory about her mother or her childhood, and that made my heart break for her. How could anyone not love my girl? Sure, she had her issues, we all did, but to completely hate her the way her mother did? It was unacceptable to me. Chloe had to be one of the kindest and sweetest people I had ever known.


If the band hadn’t had these tour dates scheduled months in advance, I would have stayed with her the entire time to protect her. I didn’t want her to have to face anything on her own, especially not a situation involving her mother. She had mentioned something about her cousin Danny and his friend Jordan being there, and I fully intended to talk to both of them about watching her back. If I couldn’t be there, I intended to make sure she was fully protected.


“Will you stop staring at me? You’re making me nervous!” Chloe said as she glanced over at me.


“What if I don’t want to? Maybe I like looking at you.”


She snorted. “Because of my amazing looks? Try again, buddy.”


I glared at her. “Don’t do that.”


“Do what?” she asked, confused.


“Put yourself down like that. You’re beautiful, Chloe, the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. You’re always so hard on yourself and I know it’s because of your mom, but don’t listen to anything she has ever said to you. She has no idea what an amazing person you are.”


“Are you hoping to get laid by charming my pants off? Because if so, it’s working,” she said as she sent a grin my way.


I felt my dick twitch at the thought as I returned her grin. “I’m holding you to that when we get there. Or we can just pull over somewhere and take care of things.”


“Drake Allen! I am not pulling over someplace to have sex with you! And you’re going to have to wait awhile, because I’m certainly not having sex in my dying aunt’s house! That’s just disrespectful.” She glared at me, but I could see her lips twitching.


“I never said it had to be in the house, you know.”


She laughed. “You’re insatiable—you know that, right? I need to stop and get gas at the next exit unless you want to get out and push us the rest of the way.”


“Fine, but you know, since we’ll be pulled over . . .”


“Not happening buddy—keep it in your pants.”


     • • • 


    The rest of the trip went smoothly. We stopped in Frederick and a small town called Easton to fill up the car and stretch a bit, but other than that we drove straight through. By the time we started seeing the signs for Ocean City, my ass was completely numb and it was dark outside. I knew Chloe was tired and I had offered to drive part of the way but she declined, saying that the driving took her mind off things.


When she told me we were roughly ten minutes from her aunt’s house, we found ourselves weaving in and out of traffic, searching for street signs to direct us. Chloe’s aunt didn’t actually live in Ocean City; she was on the mainland by the bay, just a few miles away from the Ocean Gateway. Chloe struggled in the darkness to find the right road to turn down, and we accidentally passed it before realizing our mistake and turning back.


As we pulled up a narrow driveway to the house, my mouth dropped. It wasn’t a house, it was a freaking mansion. The property was surrounded by a privacy fence and I noticed a guard station next to a locked gate as we got closer. Chloe pulled up next to the guard station and rolled her window down.


A man dressed in black slacks and a button-down shirt came out of the station and approached our car. “Can I help you?”


“Yes, I’m here to see my Aunt Jennifer,” Chloe said.


The guard looked down at the clipboard in his hand. “What’s your name?”


“Chloe Richards.”


The guard checked his list before nodding. “I’ve got you right here. Go ahead in and I’ll let them know that you’re here.”


With that, he walked to the gate and opened it so that we could enter. As soon as we were through, he closed it and returned to his post.


“Just what does your aunt do? Is she part of the Mafia or something?” I asked as we made our way up the rest of the driveway.


She giggled. “No, definitely not Mafia. My uncle was heavy into real estate and the stock market before he died. He handled his money wisely and left my aunt millions.”


“Wow, I’m impressed,” I said as we pulled up in front of the mansion. It was a three-story adobe-style home with red Spanish tiles. The driveway looped around in front of it and a fountain sat in the center.


Chloe shut the car off just as two guys stepped out of the front door and made their way over to us. We got out and I grabbed the two suitcases she wanted to take inside, thankful that I wouldn’t have to drag in the rest. As I closed the trunk, one of the guys ran to Chloe and picked her up to swing her around. She laughed as he set her back down and pulled her into a tight hug.


“Chloe Bear! You’ve been away too long, love!” he said as he released her and stepped back to look at her. “You’ve changed since the last time you were here. I don’t see that gangly teenager I used to know anywhere. You look good!”


She smiled up at him. “I missed you too, Jordan. You’ve grown as well. I don’t remember you being so tall, or having so many muscles.”


My head shot up to take a closer look at this Jordan guy. From the warm welcome he had given her, I had assumed he was her cousin Danny. He was a big guy, probably around six feet, five inches, and built like a football player. His dark hair was cut short and he had a face I knew most girls would fall for. This was not something I’d expected. She had only mentioned him in passing, but I had pictured him as kind of geeky, not someone girls would be dropping their panties for.


My eyes fell on her cousin Danny as he pulled Chloe into a hug. Now that I looked, I could see the resemblance between him and Chloe. They had the same blond hair and blue eyes, but while Chloe was pale, this guy looked like he lived at the beach, which he probably did. He stood several inches shorter than Jordan and wasn’t nearly as built.


Danny pulled back as Jordan caught sight of me. “Who’s your friend over there, Chloe?” he asked, and I didn’t miss the emphasis he put on friend.


“This is my boyfriend, Drake. Drake, this is my cousin Danny, and that beast of a guy over there is Jordan.”


I stepped forward and shook hands with both of them. Jordan seemed to be trying to break my hand when he shook it, but I didn’t show any trace of pain. I wasn’t about to let this guy get to me.


“Nice to meet you,” he said as he dropped my hand. He looked me over before wrinkling his nose and turning to throw his arm over Chloe’s shoulders. Yeah, I definitely didn’t like this guy.


“Come on, Chloe Bear, Allison has dinner ready,” he said as he led her toward the house.


Danny gave me an apologetic smile as we followed them inside.


I was blown away by the extravagance as we walked into the foyer. The floor was black marble and a large crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. The walls were covered in art, and a statue stood against the far wall between two staircases. After Chloe and I made a quick stop in the bathroom, we followed Danny and Jordan into the dining area and sat down together. Of course, Jordan took the seat on the other side of her as Danny sat down across from us.


The beautiful handcrafted table was covered with enough food for ten people and a young woman wearing an apron was walking around the table, filling our glasses with some kind of expensive-looking wine. I felt completely out of place. I’d have rather been sitting at Gold’s eating a burger and having a couple of beers.


Chloe gave me an apologetic smile as Jordan set a piece of chicken on her plate. “Guys, this is way too much. You didn’t have to go all dinner party on our behalf.”


“It’s no big deal. Your mom said you’d told her you would be here today, so I wanted to make sure you had enough to eat after such a long trip,” Danny said as he grabbed a roll off the plate across from me.


Chloe’s mouth turned down in a frown at the mention of her mother. “Where is she?”


“Out, as usual. She’s been out partying almost every night. It’s a relief to get her out of here, though. The woman is a nutcase,” Jordan said through a mouthful of food.


Since he didn’t seem to be worried about manners, I figured I didn’t have to worry about them either. I grabbed the first thing I saw, which was some kind of fish, and started eating. I tried to keep my elbows off the table as I shoveled the food in, hoping to look somewhat civilized.


“How bad has she been?” Chloe asked.


Danny frowned. “The same as she always is. She’s all rainbows and kittens when my mom is awake, but as soon as she’s out of her sight, her inner bitch comes out full force. She tried to bring some guy here the other night, but Paul wouldn’t let him past the gate.”


“I’m sorry you have to deal with her, Danny. I plan on getting rid of her as soon as possible. How’s Aunt Jen doing? Mom said she was bad.”


“She is. She sleeps most of the time. I don’t think she has much time left, Chloe; there’s just no fight left in her. It kills me to see my mother, who was always so full of life, wasting away like this.”


I saw tears in his eyes and looked away out of respect. I knew exactly how hard it was to lose your parents, but mine had died suddenly. I didn’t have to watch them waste away like he did. Death was a cold-hearted bastard.


We finished dinner as Chloe caught up with Danny and Jordan. Danny wasn’t the spoiled rich kid I had expected when I saw this place. Instead of staying home all day and spending his mommy’s money, he was enrolled full-time at Baltimore University in pursuit of a teaching degree. Jordan was attending Baltimore as well on a full-ride football scholarship, which explained his bulk.


Danny seemed like a cool guy, but Jordan was another story. I caught him staring at Chloe several times in a way that made my blood boil. This guy was definitely an issue I intended to discuss with Chloe when we were alone. It was like watching Logan chase after her all over again.


When we finished dinner, I grabbed Chloe’s bags as they led us up one of the staircases and showed us to our rooms.


Danny asked if we wanted two separate rooms and I smirked at Jordan. “No thanks, I’ll keep her in my bed like I always do.”


Jordan’s nostrils flared, but he remained silent.


Take that, fucker, I thought to myself.


Danny seemed unaware of the staring competition going on between Jordan and me as he continued. “Fair enough, you guys can have this room here. If you need anything, just let me know. Chloe knows where my room is.”


“Thanks, Danny. Will I be able to see Aunt Jen tonight or should we wait until morning?” Chloe asked.


“She won’t wake up again tonight and she’ll probably sleep until later in the day tomorrow, but you can see her as soon as she’s up. She’ll be glad you’re here—she’s been asking for you. We can go to the beach tomorrow to pass the time if you want, but we need to go early to avoid most of the tourists.”


“That sounds fun, but I didn’t bring my swimsuit with me,” Chloe said, sounding disappointed.


Jordan spoke up. “No problem—I’ll pick one up for you on my way here tomorrow.”


I didn’t like the sound of that and I started to speak up to tell him so, but Chloe was agreeing before I had the chance. “That would be great, Jordan. Thank you so much.”


We told them good night as we stepped into the room and closed the door behind us. I set Chloe’s bags by the dresser and she started digging through one to find something to sleep in.


I walked up behind her and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her body tight against mine. “Just sleep naked—it’s more fun that way.”


She aimed an elbow toward my ribs, but I stepped out of reach. “Not funny. What if someone walked in with me like that!”


I pulled her to me and kissed her. “Good point, but it doesn’t change the fact I want to get you naked.”


“You always want me naked, but that doesn’t mean it’s going to happen. Danny is right down the hall and I’m sure Jordan is with him. They could hear us.”


I nuzzled her neck. “So, let them. Jordan needs to know you’re taken so he’ll back off.”


She pushed me back gently. “Don’t worry about Jordan; that’s just how he is. I only have eyes for you, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to have wild, crazy monkey sex with you when my cousin is down the hall.”


I groaned as I fell on to the bed. “Fine, but I still don’t like the way that guy looks at you. You need to tell him to back off. I don’t feel comfortable leaving you here with him by yourself.”


She rolled her eyes as she climbed on top of me. “Babe, seriously, Jordan won’t be a problem, but I’ll talk to him if it makes you feel better.”


“Yeah, it would. Now get changed so we can go to bed. I’m beat from the drive here.”


She kissed me before standing and changing into her pajamas. She stashed her dirty clothes back into her bag before lying down on the bed. How I hated those pajamas of hers: they were long pants and a shirt, which completely ruined my bedroom view. I preferred her naked.


I sighed as I stood and slipped on a pair of shorts from my bag. I threw my shirt and pants into the empty bag I had brought and lay down next to her, wrapping my arms around her as she snuggled into my chest.


“Night, Drake, love you.”


“Love you too, babe.”




    CHAPTER THREE


Chloe


    I woke to the sound of someone beating on the bedroom door. I groaned as I looked at the clock and saw it was barely past five in the morning. Drake’s arms and legs were wrapped around me, holding me prisoner, and he grunted as I untangled myself from him and walked to the door. Jordan was standing there when I opened it, a smile on his face.


“It’s entirely too early to be up. What do you want?” I croaked out.


He handed me the bag he was holding. “You said you wanted to go to the beach. It’s always packed by seven, so we need to get out of here if you want to avoid the crowds.”


“Are you serious—right now? The seagulls aren’t even up yet!”


“Quit whining and get dressed. We’ll meet you guys downstairs in fifteen minutes,” he said as he looked me over, “And Chloe? You look even sexier than normal when you wake up in the morning.”


With that, he turned and left, leaving me to glare at his back. I turned to see Drake watching me through heavily lidded eyes. “What did he want?”


“Apparently we are leaving to go to the beach in fifteen minutes. Get dressed,” I said as I reached into the bag and pulled out the bathing suit Jordan had picked up for me. I held it up in front of me as Drake made a hissing noise. I looked up to see him glaring at the bikini in my hands.


“You’ve got to be kidding me! You’re not wearing that out in public, especially not around him.”


I held the suit out and inspected it closer. It really was kind of skimpy, so I understood where Drake was coming from. It was a bright red string bikini and I knew I’d be showing more skin than I ever did. But I didn’t want to insult Jordan by not wearing it and ruin everyone’s beach day.


“I have to wear it, Drake—it’ll make Jordan feel bad if I don’t. The top isn’t that bad, and I’ll just wear a pair of shorts unless I’m in the water.”


He growled as he grabbed my pillow and pulled it over his head. I could hear him yelling something, but the pillow muffled it too much for me to hear exactly what he was saying. I got the gist of it, though, and I walked over to the bed and jumped on top of him.


I removed the pillow from his face and leaned down to pepper his face with kisses. “Don’t be mad, okay? It’s fine.”


“I’m telling you right now, if he tries something I’m going to beat his ass. I’m giving you fair warning,” he grumbled as he rolled away from me.


“Fair enough. Now get dressed.”


We dressed quickly and were downstairs waiting when Danny and Jordan appeared at the top of the stairs. Jordan’s eyes bulged out of his head when he caught sight of me and I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to cover myself as much as possible. Maybe Drake had been right about this not being such a good idea. I had a soft spot for Jordan, but I definitely didn’t want to give him the wrong idea.


“I take back what I said earlier, Chloe Bear,” he said as they reached us.


I gave him a confused look. “What are you talking about?”


“I said you looked sexier in the mornings—well, I take it back. You in a bikini tops it all.”


I felt Drake tense beside me and I spoke up before he decided to attack him. “Stop flirting, Jordan—it doesn’t work with me. I know you too well.”


He glanced at Drake and smirked. “It sure used to.”


Drake’s eyes narrowed and he opened his mouth to speak, but Danny cut in. “We should probably get going if we want to beat the traffic.”


I grabbed Drake’s hand and dragged him out the door. “Good idea.”


The car ride was tense, to say the least. Drake was glaring holes into the back of Jordan’s head as we made our way down the Ocean City Expressway. I squeezed his hand gently and gave him a small smile when he turned to look at me.


“I’ll talk to him, Drake. He doesn’t mean anything by it,” I whispered as Danny parked the car.


We got out and grabbed our towels and a cooler out of the trunk and carried them to a secluded spot next to a cluster of rocks. I spread my towel out in the sand and Drake spread his next to mine. The sun was just starting to peek over the horizon. The sky was that beautiful red color you can only get at sunrise or sunset, and I settled down on my towel to enjoy the spectacular view.
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