
  
    
      
    
  


  


  
    


    As always, this book is dedicated to:


    


    My girls, husband,my mom, andeveryone who reads and supports my books!


    


    You ROCK!

  


  


  


  
    


    In the blink of an eye, everything can change.


    So forgive often, live freely & love deeply.
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    It happened so fast and not like people thought or said it did.


    


    My heart raced as I stood off to the side of the stage waiting for my name to be called. I bit my lip, clinging to the black curtain and peeking out at the audience.


    


    My life didn’t flash before my eyes.


    


    It was a packed house, not an empty seat in the entire place. My eyes scanned the crowd until I was able to spot her.


    


    There were no images of blissful times, no final memories to cherish before I died.


    


    She was looking in my direction, but I knew she couldn’t see me within the shadows. It didn’t matter. Just seeing my mother calmed my racing heart and I was able to breathe again.


    


    No, I wasn’t that lucky. I witnessed everything in slow, horrifying detail.


    


    The lights were dim and the crowd was hushed as the music came to a measured end. I took a step back, pressing my heels together, rising and squatting gracefully.


    


    I was jerked forward, my seat belt cutting painfully into my body before I was slammed back.


    


    The melody finally drifted to an end and the dancer came running off stage. She smiled at me and whispered “Good luck,” before disappearing into the darkness.


    


    Thick, jagged pieces of glass shattered into a million tiny crystals in front of me.


    


    I heard the cool voice of the announcer as she introduced me to the crowd. I took a deep breath, exhaling slowly, and scolded my nerves as I suppressed the urge to throw up.


    


    Before I could block my face, their sharp edges cut into my skin.


    


    I could do this; I knew I could. Dancing was something I’d done since I was eight months old and refused to walk any other way but on my toes.


    


    Tires squealed and the world spun as we flipped and rolled.


    


    I could feel my adrenaline pumping as confidence began to flow through my system. I took form, counted to three, and spun onto the stage.


    


    Metal screeched across the road, melting and sparking against the pavement.


    


    Positioning my arms above my head, I extended my leg and pointed my foot out. When the music lifted I spun around, lifting on my toes and kicking my leg into the air.


    


    The smell of gasoline, burnt rubber, and blood mixed and stung my nose.


    


    I wanted Julliard to be proud they chose me. I may have only been fifteen, but I was a damn good dancer.


    


    I tried to focus on her face, but my vision blurred.


    


    The tempo changed and I recognized the dramatic ending for what it was and my mom’s words lingered in the back of my mind—“Blow their minds, Araya, and dance like it’s the last time…” And that’s exactly what I did.


    


    Our screams were the last thing I heard.
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    My head pounded with each whispered word that drifted through my never-ending black fog.


    Everything felt heavy. My arms and legs felt weighed down. I couldn’t wiggle my fingers, much less move anything else. As bad as I wanted to, the simple task of opening my thin eyelids was something I couldn’t manage.


    “Unfortunately, we couldn’t contain the infection in time and it has spread…”


    I didn’t recognize the low voice hidden in the shadows. It was deep and male as his words flowed from the black and swirled around my head.


    Infection? Spread? Couldn’t contain? Where am I and how long have I been here?


    “What does that mean exactly?”


    I knew that voice. I could never forget the easy sweep of her cold tone. It was my Aunt Nina. I strained my ears to hear the one voice that would make everything feel okay—my mother’s.


    “I’m afraid it’s not good news…”


    The male voice got deeper; it seemed to dip lower at the end of each sentence. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but a tiny pull deep in my stomach told me my life would never be the same.


    “She’ll never dance again.”


    She wasn’t fazed. I wanted to focus on what that meant, but her words stole my attention.


    “How long before she wakes up? The arrangements for my sister have already been made.”


    My aunt’s voice was cold—it was always cold—but that wasn’t what sent an icy chill through my body. Arrangements? What arrangements? There was a loud buzzing in my ears and my chest began to hurt, and as I listened to the rest of their conversation, the knot in my stomach grew.


    “She’s already showing signs of coming to. It’s just a matter of time now.”


    I wanted to sit up and scream at them, tell them I was awake—that I was alive, but I couldn’t form the words, and the deep voice was still talking.


    “When she does wake, the trauma of realizing what happened is going to be severe. I don’t know that it will be best to tell her right away,”


    Fear choked me. Panic took over my limp, heavy body and I felt like jumping up and screaming for them to tell me whatever it was. And then the man spoke again and his words stabbed into my chest and snatched all my air away. The world spun away from me and the blackness around me moved in and began to consume my thoughts.


    “Adding the news of her mother’s death will only…”


    His words faded behind the fierce pounding in my ears. My fingers gripped something soft, and I felt my body strain against the pain exploding in my chest.


    “Doctor!” another voice shouted in panic. “Her heart rate is out of control.”


    Fingers grabbed and groped at me as frantic voices issued commands all around me and I felt myself being jerked back. Icy air ran up my stomach as they pulled whatever was keeping me warm away. Something smooth and cold stung my bare skin.


    “CLEAR!”


    My body pulsated as an electric current ran through my system. I felt nothing. I was numb from head to toe and all I could hear over and over was:


    My mother is dead.


    I can’t dance.


    My mother is dead.
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    One


    


    


    The wispy sound didn’t carry far before it evaporated into the wind and the entire incident seemed to play out in slow motion, as if fate didn’t want me to skip out on one humiliating detail.


    It was a really bad case of irony.


    Even if I could have foreseen this exact moment ten times over, I still wouldn’t have been prepared for the crushing impact or the excruciating pain that followed.


    I hadn’t meant for the strangled sound that was climbing my throat to actually escape, but before I could control it, the sound managed to catch the correct vibrations, creating the perfect scream as it exhaled through my trembling lips.


    My heart skipped a single beat and then kicked painfully against my chest, trying to restart itself. I could feel the heat spreading up my face and the blood pounding angrily in my ears, and I realized that the simple act of breathing was no longer an option for me.


    I mentally counted to ten and the sweet summer air warmed my lungs and calmed my nerves. I was desperately trying to hold myself together before falling completely apart.


    I coaxed my muscles to move, my hands fell to the ground on both sides of me, and my fingers clenched the soft blades of grass, crushing their delicate strands in my fist.


    I could finally pull the air into my deprived lungs and I let out a small whimper as I felt the cool liquid pooling into my lap. It was spreading furiously across my skirt, leaving no thread untouched by its destruction.


    I didn’t have time to pull my thoughts together before the scent began to occupy every pore inside my nose, causing my eyes to sting and water over behind my shaded sunglasses.


    In no time at all, the air around me seemed to be manipulated by the artificial scent of roses, overpowering my clean oxygen and choking me into a frenzy of coughs.


    My head dropped toward my lap where the foreign object still rested atop my thighs, invading my space. I picked up the rough almond-shaped leather and the raised surface caressed the insides of my palms as my fingertips discovered and explored the tightly strung laces of the football.


    I shouldn’t have been surprised. Since I sat down, I’d been rudely hit on, scared to death by a very friendly golden retriever, and had come close to choking on this damn football more than once since I’d been aware of the game that was going on not too far from me. They finally succeeded, and that damn thing was leaving the evidence of a very painful sting, not to mention the mess scattered in my lap.


    I didn’t need to look up to know the running footsteps coming toward me belonged to the ball’s owner with the clumsy hands and bad catching skills. Before I could fully register what was happening, the football was plucked from my fingers, and he managed a careless “Thanks!” as if I had purposely caught the ball and, in trade, done them a huge favor.


    I clenched my teeth together until my jaw ached and closed my eyes, counting to ten again as I listened to the hit-and-run flee from the scene without so much as an apology.


    I bit down on my lower lip painfully and silently pleaded with the tears that threatened to slip. Even though no one could see behind my sunglasses, I blinked hard until the urge to cry vanished.


    I inhaled a deep breath and tried to exhale the little nagging voice that whispered, You’ll never belong. I never should have come up with this insane idea in the first place.


    I sat under the big oak tree that shaded just enough of me to keep me content. The wind was a blissful caress that flirted through my hair and danced across my skin. I should have been satisfied to experience even this small amount of freedom, but I was far from feeling fulfilled. I wanted more, a lot more. I was shamelessly uncaring about my demand. I wanted to have the whole park to myself, even if only for one day.


    All day and every day of my life I was forced to give up anything that belonged to or was given to me. I was locked in that tiny hole that was jokingly misrepresented as a livable environment with no contact to the outside world. So yes, inconsiderately, I wanted everyone else to fade away and let today be about me.


    Despite my unrealistic desires, no one disappeared and the park remained a chaotic background noise. Now as I sat here with my air supply slowly depleting, I was left to think back on all the times this past week I’d begged—literally begged—Mr. Metchler to bring me to the park while he did his afternoon errands.


    At first, he’d given me every excuse he could come up with on how unsafe it was for a girl like me to be alone for an entire afternoon with the weirdoes these days. Then finally, to my surprise and triumph, I had worn him down and he escorted me to the park, leaving me here under this tree until he came back for me at the end of the afternoon.


    I despised that little nagging voice in my head that told me to admit that he’d been right. So maybe he had been a little right, but never would I be caught alive confessing that to him.


    It’s unfair, I thought angrily.


    Over the weekend, I’d been planning this whole day down to the last second. It was supposed to be perfect! A soothing kind of quiet, which was a giant leap from the atmosphere to which I was usually accustomed. A place I could work without too much distraction, with just the right amount of sunlight and enough fresh air to get me through the day until it was time to go back to that dark, musky room.


    “Ugh!” The hostile sound burned my lips, and I scolded myself for complaining when I’d brought this upon myself.


    I finally began to try and salvage whatever I could of the damage that had been done in my lap. I didn’t want to waste the rest of my time here, so I was going to suck it up and not let this get the best of me. Next time I would pick a more secluded spot.


    If there is a next time, which wasn’t a very comforting thought.


    I didn’t know how long I’d been sitting here lost in my own little world of self-doubt, but it must have been some time, because I didn’t hear the voice that was attempting to talk to me.


    Slowly, the deep tone finally managed to penetrate my brain enough to bring me out of my deep thoughts. Lifting my head, I was able to catch the last part of his concerned questioning.


    “…Are you okay?”


    How long has he been crouched next—


    I didn’t have time to finish my thought before I was completely caught off guard by a pair of hands coming up to cradle my face. Soothing thumbs softly stroked and traced circles around my mouth and jaw, which I assumed were looking for any signs of harm. Long and firm fingers seemed to lose themselves in my hair and stray against my scalp.


    Again the silky voice came. “Okay, now I’m starting to worry because you haven’t said anything for a full five minutes.”


    I was too startled by his bold touch that I didn’t fully understand what he was talking about. His voice was hypnotizing enough to distract me beyond my own control.


    I was suddenly feeling extremely unnerved by his presence and trying not to focus on the small part of me that felt a flicker of disappointment when his hands slid free from the thick strands of my hair and over my neck before his lingering fingertips dropped away completely.


    “No noticeable damage done,” he confirmed, standing up, taking the sunlight with him. “However, we did make one hell of a mess with your… stuff.” He swore, obviously observing the destruction. “I’m really sorry.”


    For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what happened to my voice, but I seemed to have lost the ability to speak.


    “Need any help cleaning this up?”


    He was tall and that made his voice sound like it was coming from the sky. My neck arched up, seeking more of the captivating deep sound. I pulled myself free of my daze and realized I must have seemed like a complete idiot, yet I still couldn’t find the words to structure a comprehensive sentence to answer his simple question.


    Maybe it was the way he asked. The question carried something with it, a different kind of tenor. It had been a long time since someone had used such a gentle tone with me and it left me feeling confused and… sad.


    I was used to harsh words and hard voices. Not… concern. His voice held the familiar trace of his South Carolina pitch, and it spilled over me like warm silk. I had to admit that I wasn’t very educated on many things, and guys were completely lost on me.


    Heat instantly poured over my arched face, and the hot rays of the afternoon sun warmed my skin unexpectedly. His clothes rustled as he lowered himself down to hover over my sitting figure again.


    I found myself smiling on the inside when I realized my silence was making him nervous, causing him to go from an anxious standing to an awkward kneeling position.


    Over the years I’d developed a sixth sense to know what people were feeling without having to closely observe them. Uncomfortable silence was something I was very used to when people met me.


    I wasn’t quite sure who looked more foolish, him or me. I felt my eyes mist over while his standing form took the shade away once more, leaving my face to deal with the intense flames of the sun again. I wasn’t sure why, but it seemed to have gotten a whole lot hotter within the last couple of minutes.


    Every cell in my body seemed to come alive and focus all its attention on the rough hands that were moving over me again in an attempt to help fix the chaos that had been caused in my lap earlier. I realized then that he was helping me without my consent, which was also something else I wasn’t used to anymore.


    Somehow I found my voice and was able to put into words a note of gratitude despite the confused and scrambled feelings rolling crazily around inside my head and mixing with the smell and heat that was already making me dizzy.


    “Thank you,” I said.


    “Finally, she speaks!”


    Even though he was teasing, there was a note of relief in his voice.


    I swore I could feel the smile in his words run and spread like wildfire through my veins. I tried not to blush, but even as I sent out the command to my brain and all my will power went into trying to control it, I felt the beginnings of a warm glow flush my face.


    “I didn’t know girls around here still knew how to do that,” he said, confusing me.


    “What?”


    “Blush.”


    When it deepened, he laughed out loud—a deep, rich laugh that had the effect to fill my ears and echo throughout my head. His laughter faded and he spoke again with that same gentle concern, creating a sweet ache in me that I didn’t fully understand. I was also pretty sure I didn’t want to either.


    “I’m really sorry about this. The goal of the game is for the person being thrown the ball to actually catch it.”


    His small chuckle at his own witty remark to make light of the situation was contagious, and it caused a chain reaction of my own laughter.


    He faked shock. “Well, isn’t that a surprise?”


    “What?”


    “You laugh too.”


    “Well, don’t be too stunned to know I actually have all the qualities to show every kind of emotion possible.”


    He laughed again. “That’s good to know. I look forward to getting to see those too.”


    His voice poured over me like warm honey and I shivered at his words. I wondered how I was still sitting here and not a puddle at his feet. The thrill of his words raced through me until my insides clenched.


    I knew I was sitting there like an idiot, but I didn’t know what to say. Was he flirting with me? Guys didn’t flirt with me. I certainly didn’t flirt with guys, and I didn’t want to say anything that would embarrass us both.


    I looked down, wishing I knew how to be cute and flirtatious. I suddenly wanted very badly to be like a normal girl. I wanted to capture his attention the way he captured mine.


    His hands moved over my lap and the back of his fingers brushed along the tops of my thighs, and I sucked in a sharp breath. His hands stilled.


    “Are you okay? Maybe we did do some damage.” His hands tugged lightly at the blanket that was over my lap and I panicked. “Here let me look—”


    “No,” I said a little too loudly and pulled the blanket tight against my waist.


    I closed my eyes, knowing he couldn’t see my mini meltdown behind my sunglasses, and for the second time in five minutes, he was probably looking at me like I was a crazy person. I wanted to pull the blanket over my head and wait for the ground to swallow me. The next five seconds of silence were pure torture. I was afraid to breathe. I was afraid to move. A part of me wanted him to be gone when I opened my eyes and the other part of me was desperately hoping he was still there.


    “I’m afraid we’ve made a nasty stain on your blanket.”


    Another part of me was screaming for joy on the inside. I opened my eyes and looked down at my lap. I smoothed my hands over the drying fabric and the crumbs of the broken petals.


    “You’ve gone silent on me again,” he said.


    I couldn’t help the reflex to look up at him again. “It’s okay,” I said, referring to the blanket.


    “At least it smells good.”


    “Yes, at least there’s that.”


    “I sense a hint of sarcasm.”


    “Only a hint? I must not be doing it right, then.”


    He barked a laugh, but when he spoke, I nearly melted. “I wouldn’t worry about that. You’re definitely doing it right.”


    Something about the way his voice turned to velvet at his words made an involuntary heat seep low into my stomach. I knew he couldn’t see the uproar he was causing my insides, but the need to wrap my arms around my middle had my arms twitching.


    His hands moved over the blanket again. “I’m afraid I’m going to have this hanging on my conscious all day now.” He teased.


    “That only seems fair.”


    “Yes, it does, but I have a better suggestion.”


    His voice slid over my skin like silk and I took a deep breath.


    “Better for whom?”


    “Go out with me.”


    His proposal stunned me for a second before I found my voice.


    “So, better for you?”


    “I like to think of it as a mutual enjoyment.”


    I was sure I was permanently going to be wearing this blush.


    “I fail to see how.”


    He shifted and his breath hit my face in warm puffs. “Go out with me and I’ll show you.”


    My entire body flushed at his words. My body’s responses to this guy frightened me to the point of wanting to get up and flee. The faster he left me alone, the better off I would be.


    “I think I can manage cleaning this up on my own.” I pushed at his hands.


    “I don’t mind helping.”


    “I think you’ve done enough damage for one afternoon. If you really want to help me out, then you’ll go back to your friends and try learning how to actually play the game without further injuring the innocent bystanders.”


    I felt bad for my sudden shift in attitude toward him, but I knew this would be the only way to restore order to myself.


    I listened as the sound of the rose petals, which had been breaking and dissolving under the gentle pressure from his fingertips in his attempt to scoop them up, stopped.


    “Did I miss something?”


    “Only my clue.”


    I didn’t expect him to laugh. “Do I make you that nervous?”


    I swallowed hard. “I don’t… I’m not…” My mouth snapped shut.


    “I’ll take that as a yes.”


    My cheeks burned and I fought the urge to cover them. “I have a feeling you would take it however you wanted either way.”


    He moved in close again, and my body responded with a slight sway in his direction. “You got that right, sweetheart,” he purred.


    “Hey, Dare! You coming or what?”


    I jumped at the sound of the interruption, and he sighed. “Give me a minute!” he yelled back. “I have a class starting soon,” he explained.


    “Class?”


    “Yeah, I go to the collage down the street. Do you go to school around here too?”


    I could kick myself for pushing the subject. Why didn’t I see that coming? I laughed at my own thoughts.


    “What’s so funny?” He was intrigued.


    “Inside joke.”


    “I can keep a secret.” He teased.


    “So can I.”


    He laughed and I was glad I’d distracted him from the school question. “These rose petals are pretty damaged. Do you think you can still use them?”


    I only nodded. My fingers fumbled to find the baggie to put them in and I blamed him for their slight shake.


    “You can put them in here.”


    Finally finding the baggie, I handed it to him. His fingers caressed mine as he took it from me and filled it with the broken pieces. He zipped it and handed it back to me.


    “I really am sorry about all this. What are you doing with all this stuff anyway?”


    “It’s my job.”


    I realized I was stalling his leaving. Turns out I didn’t want him to go as bad as I thought I had.


    “They’re scented oils,” I explained.


    Looking down, I searched for one of the vials I’d already finished. Finding it, I held it out for him to see. His fingers teased my palm as he took the tiny bottle from my hand.


    “This is cool.”


    I shrugged. “It’s just scented oils and dried flowers.”


    “Today, Dare!”


    “Damn it,” he hissed. “I have to go.”


    “Okay.”


    “I’m Ryland by the way. Ryland Dare.”


    “You’re going to be late, Ryland Dare.”


    “I like to break the rules.” He laughed. “Don’t I get a name?”


    I hesitated at first. What was the harm? I was never going to see him again.


    “Araya.”


    “Araya,” he repeated, and my name had never sounded so good. “I like that. A lot. Do you have a last name Araya?”


    “Noelle.”


    “Don’t forget about our date, Araya Noelle.”


    My eyes widened. “What?”


    “Don’t think I forgot.”


    “I can’t forget something I didn’t agree to.”


    “It’s only a matter of time before you do, though.”


    “I can’t.”


    “Why not?”


    I could think of every reason why I couldn’t. The number one reason made my fingers clench the edge of the blanket tightly.


    “Face it, you have nothing. Come on. Go out with me. I dare you.” He issued the challenge and his knowing smile was so obvious I could feel it.


    “Cute.”

    “I thought so too. Tomorrow night. I can pick you up—”


    “Here,” I blurted. What am I doing? “I’ll meet you here.”


    “It was my piercing blue eyes that made you give in, right?”


    “I didn’t even notice them.”


    He moved in close again. “Then it was my naked chest, right?”


    My eyes dropped toward his chest and I cursed my reflexes. Looking away quickly, I avoided looking at him and I swallowed hard.


    “Didn’t faze me.”


    He laughed out loud. “Are you sure you want to meet here? I don’t mind picking you up.”


    “I’m sure.”


    “Here it is, then. Six, okay?”


    I nodded, wishing I didn’t feel so guilty knowing it didn’t matter what time I agreed to.


    I wouldn’t be here.
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  I always felt like I was breaking and entering in my own home. Instantly I frowned, wondering what made me use that word, and I scoffed to myself.


  I hadn’t considered it mine in a long time, and I don’t think I ever thought of it as a home. It was my parent’s home, and I used the words parents and home as traditional labels only.


  A home was filled with love, memories, and happy endings. This was a place where my brother, sister, and I grew up with nannies, tutors, and butlers.


  My parents were a distant memory in my childhood. They blended into the background as they auto-piloted through dinners, holidays, and anything school related.


  When you grew up in that kind of environment since birth, you didn’t tend to miss what you never had to begin with. My parents had more important things to worry about than the three children they created and brought into this world.


  We were props, sitting pretty for the portrait of the all-American family my father tried to shove down the throats of his competitors. To Jonathon Dare, everyone was considered a competitor, a threat, and his shiny family, wrapped in a neat knot of lies, wasn’t an exception to the rule.


  Money was my father’s top priority. Work followed in at a close second. If you didn’t fall into those two groups, you were invisible until he needed you. He barely acknowledged Careless; she was the baby in the family. Sebastian was the oldest, and when it became apparent to our father that he had no intention of taking over the family business, he quickly became a shadow in a dark room.


  Now the burden suddenly fell on me. I was the golden boy. I was expected to inherit my father’s multibillion-dollar company in hopes that I followed in his footsteps.


  He wanted me to take over the world.


  Become a robot, make a family to neglect them, destroy the people around me, and do it all at any cost. The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth. I had no interest in becoming my father or anything like him.


  I wanted to live, I wanted to love, and I wanted to be loved. Not anytime soon, but I didn’t plan to take the same road he had, and I had only a few months to tell him that.


  As I made my way to my side of the house, I hated how ridiculously huge this place was. We could easily fit a small village here and still have room left over. I couldn’t wait to get out of here, and when I did, I wouldn’t look back.


  “Ryland.”


  Speak of the damn devil.


  I stopped but didn’t turn around right away. Why the hell did I come this way? Of course he would be in his study.


  Walking backward, I peered into the room. I was hoping to make a speedy getaway so I lingered in the doorframe.


  “Sir?”


  He didn’t look up from his desk as he spoke. It was his trademark. He never looked you in the face unless he was trying to intimidate whoever was on the other end of his stare. He was famous for it. People usually feared my father before they even met him.


  “Your mother wants everyone here for dinner tonight. Make sure you tell the other two.”


  I set my jaw. Sometimes I wondered if he even remembered the “other two’s” names.


  “She knows it’s not Friday, right?”


  Friday nights were designated dinner nights. No matter what was going on in our lives, we had to be there for Friday night dinner.


  “Who knows what your mother knows? I didn’t bother to ask her why. I’m just relaying her request. Regular time, don’t be late. Shut the door on your way out. Annie’s racket is getting on my last nerve.”


  Annie’s racket was more than likely the cleaning of his eight-bedroom, two-story, fifteen thousand square foot house.


  I ducked out of the room without responding, not that he would have noticed either way. Telling me to shut the door was his way of saying the conversation was over and he was no longer listening.


  The brief exchanges I had with J.D were always few and far between. They consisted of the bare minimum and nothing more. He got down to the point, and none of them ever involved anything personal.


  He didn’t want to know how my day was going and he didn’t want to share about his. He didn’t care what my plans were for the weekend and he could care less about school. To him that was just an obstacle that kept me from joining the family business now.


  I could hear Annie’s racket from the end of the hall and I bypassed the exit to my room to find out what she was doing. She was probably busy getting dinner ready since mother dearest decided to change things up tonight. Sebastian wasn’t going to like this, and I groaned inwardly at the thought of having that conversation with him.


  I found Annie in the kitchen where she was at the sink, peeling potatoes. A wicked grin tilted the corner of my lips as I attempted to sneak up on her, poised and ready to scare the five-foot four-inch slender woman.


  “When will you learn, Ryland Dare?” she scolded without turning around.


  My shoulders sagged in defeat and I slipped into one of the stools at the island in the center of the kitchen.


  “One of these days, Annie, I will get you. One of these days.” I promised.


  She turned around, potato peeler in one hand and the other planted firmly on her hip. Pointing the peeler at me, her eyes softened adoringly.


  “Here I was hoping that fancy-smancy school of yours was going to make you smarter,” she said, tapping the side of her head with the potato peeler.


  She sighed as if she were really upset.


  “Ha!” I heard from behind me and groaned. I dropped my head onto the counter, hitting my forehead against the surface.


  Careless walked in, fitting herself against Annie’s side and throwing an arm around the older woman’s shoulders. “I wouldn’t hold your breath, Annie.”


  “Shut it, brat,” I hissed.


  “Ryland James Dare!” Annie snapped, and the brat’s grin deepened as she batted her eyelashes at me. “I did not,” she lowered her voice and glanced at the door to the kitchen before she whispered, “raise you to speak to a lady like that!” She huffed, stabbing the air with a threatening finger. “You watch your mouth!”


  When Sebastian and I were younger, we’d made Careless cry by taking one of her favorite baby dolls and throwing it into a tree. Annie had gotten onto us real good about it. She said she didn’t raise us to treat girls or our baby sister that way.


  She hadn’t seen our mother coming up behind her, and when she heard Annie say that, she flipped her lid. She told Annie to remember whose children we were and that she wasn’t the one raising us.


  Annie didn’t cower from my mother’s wrath. She kept her shoulders square, her chin high, and took it. The only thing that kept her from telling our mother to shove it where the Carolina sun doesn’t shine was us.


  Annie was the sole reason we hadn’t turned into mini versions of our parents. She kept us grounded. She showed us love the other kids in our social circle weren’t lucky enough to have.


  She promised never to leave us alone at the hands of our parents. She knew who raised us, and later that night, we reassured her that we knew as well. Ever since, Annie was always aware of who was around and when.


  “Hmph!” Careless said, kissing Annie’s aged cheek.


  Walking around me to sit on the stool next to me, she bumped me with her elbow roughly.


  “Brat!” I coughed and cleared my throat loudly.


  “Ryland…” Annie warned.


  She turned back to the sink to finish the potatoes.


  “I told you, you shouldn’t have bet for him, Annie.”


  “You shush it, missy!” Annie scolded, spinning around.


  “Wait, wait, wait.” I frowned. “What do you mean, bet?” Careless snickered and made a gesture that her lips were sealed, and I turned on Annie. “Annie…?”


  “You’re sister is just teasing you, darlin’. Don’t you listen to her!”


  “Don’t do that. Spill!” I narrowed my eyes at Careless and she returned my stare.


  “Don’t you look at me like that, Ryland Dare! I’m not five anymore. You don’t scare me!” She folded her arms over her chest.


  “I can change that.” I threatened.


  “That’s enough, you two. Behave in my kitchen.”


  The kitchen went quiet and all you could hear was the rattle of the metal on the peeler as Annie finished off the potatoes.


  “We made a bet to see how long you’d last in school,” the brat blurted out in a rush.


  “What?” I looked to Annie who had turned to glare at Careless. “You guys are betting on my failure?”


  “Of course not!” Annie huffed.


  “I am.” The brat scoffed. “Annie actually thinks you’ll stick it out. Poor, poor Annie.”


  “What do you mean stick it out? Why wouldn’t I?”


  “Oh, come on, Ryland.” Careless rolled her eyes. “What’s the longest thing you’ve ever stuck with? You get bored so easily.”


  “Like you’re one to talk,” I threw back in her face.


  “I never claimed anything else! That’s the difference between the two of us—I know I’m screwed up.”


  “Stop it, both of you! I don’t like this kind of talk. Neither one of you is screwed up. You’re too young to be set in your ways. You have plenty of time to grow up.”


  “Hey, at least Annie still has faith in you.”


  “I have faith in all three of you,” she corrected, frowning. “Where is Sebastian, by the way? Does he know about tonight yet?”


  Careless’s head snapped up. A grape she picked up from a bowl on the counter was stopped midway to her mouth. “What’s tonight?” She looked at me. “What’s tonight?”


  “She wants us all to have dinner together tonight.”


  “What? Why? Today isn’t Friday.” Her posture went rigid with irritation.


  “Who knows?” I shrugged, stealing a grape from the bowl in front of her. She growled at me, shoving the bowl out of my reach.


  I grinned at her and rustled the top of her head with my hand. Her hair knotted in a mess of strands the color of frosted sugar.


  “Ryland, you ass!” she hissed, pushing my hand away while attempting to push me out of my stool.


  “Knock it off, both of you! You,”—she pointed at Careless—“watch your mouth. That’s not very ladylike.”


  “Careless isn’t ladylike, Annie.”


  She shoved at me again with all her tiny might. Her stool made a loud scraping sound across the kitchen floor when she got tired of playing tug of war.


  “Bite me,” she hissed, walking around to Annie.


  She kissed her cheek before apologizing for the curse word. Annie smiled sweetly; she could never stay mad at Careless for long.


  “Have fun telling Sebastian.” She taunted on her way out.


  Annie laughed as she washed off the potatoes and placed them in a pan of boiling water.


  If I were going to ask her, now would be the time. I opened my mouth to speak, but she beat me to it.


  “Don’t even think about it.” She warned, wiping her hands on the apron tied securely at her waist.


  “Aw, come on. You know he has a soft spot for you.” I tried to reason with her.


  “Which is exactly why I won’t be the one to ruin his day.”


  “Where is he anyway?”


  “He came home late,” she said sadly. “He’s probably still sleeping it off.”


  It hurt Annie more than anything to see Sebastian go down the path he was on. It made her feel like she’d failed him.


  “I’ll go find him.”


  I walked up to her and kissed her silver-frosted hair.


  She patted my hand that was on her shoulder. “Go on now, so I can finish dinner.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  When I stopped by Sebastian’s room, it was pitch dark. I could hear his snores as they echoed off the bare walls of the room. I decided I wouldn’t wake the sleeping bear just yet.


  Closing the door to my room, I flipped on my bed and folded my arms under my head. I was glad to finally have a few minutes to myself.


  There were so many things I could have thought about—school, this dinner tonight, J.D.’s constant nagging—but the only thing my mind seemed to want to focus on was the girl from the park this afternoon.


  I’d noticed her after the football game started. Mainly because I was curious what she’d been doing. She didn’t seem to notice anyone around her, only looking up a few times when someone would pass by, and after a while she seemed to zone them out too.


  She’d been lost in what she was doing, but she didn’t look like she put a lot of concentration into it. In fact, a couple of times she didn’t even look like she was watching what she was doing.


  I was so distracted that I’d taken a few passes to the ribs and decided to sit out the next few plays. Well, more like got voted out, but I didn’t mind because I got to watch her without bruising a vital organ or suffering from some sort of internal bleeding.


  I watched her until one of the guys threw a long pass, completely overthrowing the ball. It landed in her lap before I could call out a warning to her. After telling off the guy who threw the ball and shoving the guy who ran to get it without checking to see if she was okay, I made my way over.


  She’d been a little shell-shocked by the time I reached her, and she hadn’t even realized I was there at first. I only managed to shock her more when I touched her.


  I watched the movements of her small hands—I wanted to find out if they were as soft as her neck. They made quick, awkward movements with the mess in her lap as she tried not to cause any harm to the fragile rose buds lucky enough to survive.


  Her head had been bowed so it made it impossible to explore her face, which was a disappointment for me. The last thing on my mind was being worried that she would catch me staring at her since the few glances I’d gotten of her weren’t nearly long enough. The need to indulge myself in her unmistakable beauty had to be satisfied.


  She was one with few words and a rare smile, and I couldn’t help but feel a strange stirring in the pit of my stomach at the way she came together perfectly when she did actually put together a teasing sentence.


  I didn’t know what it was about her, but she was able to separate herself from all the other girls with zero personality, half a brain, and too much money and time on their hands, all of which I was cursed to meeting and dating. I finally quit dating and skipped to the fun part of a relationship.


  With her, though, her look was so pure. She couldn’t have been fake if she put all her heart into the act. She had long dark, thick hair, which replaced the artificial highlights and bleached blondes found everywhere you looked. Her red hair had its own personality, and it enflamed to life when hit with just the right amount of sunrays.


  She had a perfectly shaped face. Her skin was well tanned, right down to her long, graceful neck, and I knew firsthand that it was as smooth as it looked. I hadn’t expected it to feel like silk, and I sure didn’t expect it to leave this curious tingle in my fingertips to explore more.


  Her nose, small and cute, fit her face flawlessly and her mouth had a soft pink tint with a sassy lower lip that held the definite possibility to drive me completely crazy. The only thing left to examine was her eyes, but sadly they were hidden behind those damn sunglasses.


  Oh yes, she was a knockout. However, there was something out of place with her and I was determined to discover what it was, and I’d broken my own no-dating rule to find out.


  I stretched on the bed until I could shove my hand inside my pocket, pulling out the small vile I swiped from her this afternoon. I turned it around, watching the oil shift. I smelled the opening; it was sweet like her.


  There was always an exception, and she would be it.


  Just this once.


  Just one date.
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  The saying: you could hear a pin drop made me think we were the reason they made expressions like that. Our family could be the foundation on which silence was founded. This wasn’t just any kind of silence. No, it took years to perfect this kind of quiet.


  Friday night dinners were always quiet. Only today wasn’t Friday, which meant if any of us wondered what dinner would be like on a Tuesday, we had our answer.


  We didn’t have normal dinner conversation. No one tried to talk over each other about their day. None of us bickered over the last piece of Annie’s baked chicken, even though later we’d all end up doing that in the kitchen.


  The only sound was the noisy way Sebastian chewed his food or scraped his fork over the expensive porcelain china, because he knew it grated on her nerves. It wouldn’t be long now before she snapped at him to pick up his fork while he ate.


  I nearly spilled my water when I pitched forward in my seat. My shin stung just below my knee and I looked up, glaring at Careless across from me. She ignored the fact that I was trying to disintegrate her in her chair and made weird faces at me. Frowning at her, I tried to decide if she was having a seizure or trying to tell me something.


  She strained her neck, shifting her eyes in the direction of our mother, and the corner of her lips twitched and she hitched her head a few times. I knew what she wanted, but she’d left me hanging this afternoon with Sebastian.


  I wanted to delay whatever was coming out of this dinner for as long as I could. I had the feeling it wasn’t going to be something I wanted to hear. Since J.D. had no idea why we were here, at least I knew it had nothing to do with the business end of things.


  Unfortunately, we weren’t going to have to wait much longer. J.D. blotted his mouth with the corner of his napkin and placed it on his empty plate. With Annie’s cooking, there was never anything other than empty plates. Except for Coraline, but she did that out of spite.


  J.D. cleared his throat and shifted in his chair. He was getting bored, and whether Coraline spilled it now or later wouldn’t stop him from getting up from the table.


  “Hurry this up, Coraline. I have work to do.”


  Everyone but Coraline continued to eat. She looked up from her plate, and out of the corner of my eye I could see her face twist for a brief second.


  Sometimes I felt bad for her. I never understood why she stayed with him all these years, but in the end, money was a powerful weapon. What people always tended to forget was, just like weapons of mass destruction, when in the wrong hands, money destroyed everything in its path.


  It caused greed and greedy people became liars. Liars became cheats. Cheats turned into thieves, and thieves killed. J.D. was a falling domino short of becoming a murderer.


  “It’s actually good news for Ryland.”


  I tried not to bang my head against the table at her words. Good news to Coraline was never good news to me.


  Sebastian snickered, elbowing me. He raised his hand and waved it around.


  “A show of hands… Who didn’t see that coming?”


  Sebastian’s snarky remark might as well have fallen on deaf ears. Careless covered her snort with a forced cough.


  We all stared at Coraline, waiting for her to finish.


  “Georgia’s daughter is back in town and she has expressed a great amount of interest in our Ryland,” she said and her voice shifted with fake excitement.


  I choked, coughing hard, and looked at my mother who wore a tight grin on her painted face.


  “Wait, what?”


  I’d been in the process of shoving a forkful of mashed potatoes in my mouth, and it took me a minute to realize she was talking to me.


  “That’s why we’re here?” Sebastian’s silverware clanked loudly against his plate, and his outburst finally earned him a double glare. “Because some rich broad’s daughter has a hard-on for Ryland? You realize I can’t get the last hour of my wasted time back, right? Next time, Mother, if I’m going to be forced to sit through these insufferable, FAKE dinners, make sure more than half the people at the table actually give a—”


  “Leave the table, Sebastian.”


  Other than an annoyed sigh, J.D. didn’t show much more of a reaction.


  “Gladly. Congratulations, bro.” Sebastian slapped my back as he got out of his chair. “I’m sure you’ll be bored to death and horny as hell.”


  I choked on my chicken, and while I tried to give myself the Heimlich maneuver, I heard Careless’s fork clatter on her plate, or maybe that was her jaw.


  Sebastian pushed in his chair, bumping his fists on the back.


  “As always, this has been fan-fucking-tastic.”


  As he left the dining room, I wondered if he was still partially drunk. Sebastian was famous for his outspokenness and his less than I don’t give a crap attitude, but this was the first time he’d ever gone this far. Not that any of us lacked the shock-factor gene, but we rarely tried to rock the boat for Careless’s sake. Apparently we weren’t sticking to that rule tonight.


  My attention focused on Coraline, who had slightly lost some of her color during Sebastian’s pretentious exit.


  “Who is Georgia? And who is Georgia’s daughter?” I asked.


  Not that it really mattered who they were. Wherever Coraline was going with this was never going to happen.


  “Georgia, who is currently stepping out on her husb—”


  “I could care less for your insipid gossip, Coraline. Get on with it,” J.D. snapped.


  She cleared her throat and continued. “Georgia is Mark McCain’s wife and Roxy is his daughter.”


  The second J.D.’s eyes flickered across the room to fully acknowledge he was now listening, I cursed. Whoever this McCain guy was, it was serious enough to make J.D. sit up and take notice of the conversation. It was easier to get out of Coraline’s setups when she was the only one pushing, but if J.D. was involved, it was going to be a hell of a lot harder.


  Coraline was the reason I had my no dating rule. Every girl she thought was perfect for me ended up being worse than the last. I’d failed to find a single redeeming quality about them and finally I told her enough was enough.


  I wasn’t interested in her high society drama queens anymore. Of course she huffed and puffed about it, but if she didn’t want me to announce that I was suddenly gay, she would back off. From then on, I did what I wanted, who I wanted, and when.


  “Mark’s daughter, huh?” He clipped the edge of his square chin with his fingers.


  “I knew that would spark your interest,” she said, squaring off her shoulders proudly.


  His eyes cut toward her. “Don’t gloat, Coraline. It’s unattractive on you,” he said with disgust.


  I watched Careless’s fingers grip her fork before throwing it down on her plate. The sound rang through the awkward silence. Even though neither of our parents was Careless’s favorite, it angered her the way J.D. talked down to Coraline.


  Maybe if Coraline didn’t just take it, Careless might have stuck up for her. Instead, she threw down her napkin on her plate and the legs of her chair screeched across the wood floor as she got up.


  “Excuse me, but I’ve lost my appetite.”


  And then there was one.


  I would be sure to thank those two later.


  Lifting his glass of scotch, he brought it to his lips and sipped slowly before setting it back down.


  “Your children are out of control, Coraline.”


  “And I’m to blame for that?” she screeched. “Why don’t you speak to their precious Annie? If you’re going to point fingers, I’d start there.”


  And that was my cue.


  I gritted my teeth, and I could feel the muscle in my jaw twitch. I just wanted to get this over with already, and I reminded them that I was still here.


  “I realize I don’t technically need to be here, since the two of you seem to be more interested in talking around me, but since I made the effort to show up and this is, after all, about me, how long do I have to sit here before I can say thanks, but no thanks?” I raised my eyebrows, looking between the two.


  I moved to get out of my chair, but J.D.’s words stopped me.


  “Sit down, Ryland.”


  I wanted to tell him that he could kiss my ass, but with Sebastian losing his mind, I couldn’t afford us both getting kicked out on the same night.


  I wouldn’t let them destroy Careless the way they had Sebastian. Whether he admitted it or not, he was.


  Plopping down in my chair, my posture wilted into a position I knew would drive Coraline crazy. When her expensive manicured nails drummed a tune of annoyance on the table, I knew I succeeded.


  “McCain Industries is a rising company of imported high-end foreign materials. He is being sought out by a number of want-to-be investors and dealers.” He paused. “Set it up, Coraline. Good catch.”


  It wasn’t exactly an endearment of love, but it was the closest thing to a compliment that J.D. would ever give out.


  A spark shimmered in Coraline’s clear blue eyes, but it was dull and fragile. I watched as her face transformed into a version of her former self, and it reminded me of how beautiful she used to be. Annie had told me the story of how my parents had gotten married, and it was far from a love story.


  Down to the wedding vows, everything had been arranged for them. J.D. was smart, ruthless, and he was never going to be the man Coraline wanted.


  My mother had been young and breathtaking, Annie said, but she’d been naive for not seeing the marriage for what it was: an illusion. She foolishly thought she could and would change J.D. and he would fall in love with her for real. All he did was tear her down and crush her soul, pushing her until she finally broke.


  Loneliness and desperation had aged her fair skin in an unflattering way. Stress and heartbreak had worn her body down, making her look thin and sick. When she got tired of being turned down time and time again, she turned to the liquor cabinet for a different kind of comfort.


  It’s what he did to anyone who stood by him long enough. He was a poison. He’d done the same thing to Sebastian and now to Careless. All they wanted was his love and attention, and in return he rejected his entire family.


  I learned early never to expect anything from him, and because of that I was spared. I hadn’t been old enough to protect Sebastian, but I would be damned if he turned Careless into another Coraline. Only a few more months and I would take Careless away from here.


  The sound of J.D.’s chair sliding away from the table brought me back to what he just said.


  “Wait,” I said, throwing out my hands in the air. He paused but didn’t move to take his seat again. “What do you mean set it up? What is she setting up?”


  “We’re going to have them over for dinner, of course! Sometime this month, so make sure you look your best.”


  Coraline looked to J.D. for his stamp of approval, but he was looking at me.


  I didn’t back down from his stare. “I’m not going to jump through flaming hoops for some girl I don’t know because you want her father’s business.”


  His expression didn’t change; it rarely did. He wore that same passive look he always did.


  “Grow up, son.” I hated when he called me that. “This is part of the business. No one is asking you to marry the girl. Take her out, show her a good time, but keep it in your pants. If you get her pregnant, then you are stuck with her.”


  “It’s not my first time. I know how not to get a girl pregnant,” I grumbled.


  “Ryland Dare! You shouldn’t talk like that in front of me.”


  I looked at her. She had a hand pressed against her chest.


  “I’m sorry, Mother. Did I offend your delicate ears?”


  “You watch your mouth, Ryland. I’m still your mother!”


  I scoffed and turned away.


  “Do you disagree?”


  Her eyes narrowed at me, but she was no more threatening than a nonvenomous, snake.


  “I’ll have dinner, but that’s all. I won’t be your pawn.”


  I continued to have a stare-down with J.D. while my mother rushed on.


  “It’ll be small, just our family and theirs.”


  “Invite Nelson Curt and his twit of a wife too.”


  “I’m going to bed.”


  I knew before the time was here, this small dinner would turn into anything but.


  “I don’t want your brother there,” J.D. announced as I got up from my chair. “Your sister can come if she wants to, but she isn’t needed.”


  “How exactly are we going to have a family dinner if they’re not there?”


  “I hardly doubt Sebastian will care and I don’t want him causing a scene like he did tonight.”


  “I’m sure he won’t mind,” Coraline added.


  I turned on her. “Then you can tell him yourself.”


  “Fine, I will,” she snapped with a tilt of her head.


  “I’m going to my study.”


  J.D.’s part in tonight’s dinner was over, and he left without another word.


  My mother watched him leave, and I wanted to shake her and scream, He’s never going to love you! But she was never going to accept the truth.


  I picked up my plate and that brought her attention back to me.


  “Where do you think you’re going with that?” she hissed, and her face twisted ungracefully.


  I looked down at the plate and then at her. “The kitchen?” I said as if talking to a five-year-old.


  “Why?” Her lips thinned and the one word came out strained.


  “Because I’m done with it.”


  “We have people who clear the table for us, Ryland. Put. It. Down. Now!” She turned her head to the side. “Annie!” she called.


  “I can take my plate into the kitchen, Mother.” I made sure to enunciate the word to piss her off.


  “Put it down, Ryland.” She warned, but I didn’t move.


  Annie appeared in the dining room at my mother’s side, but she was looking at me and then the plate in my hands.


  “Yes, ma’am?”


  “Once Ryland puts down his plate, clear the table,” she ordered.


  Annie looked at me, throwing daggers. She hated when I baited Coraline, and if I knew it wouldn’t be taken out on Annie, I would have cleared the entire table to piss her off more. I set down my plate, and Annie walked over to the table to take it.


  “Thank you for dinner, Annie. It was amazing as always.” She was forcing herself not to smile at me.


  She walked around me to take J.D.’s plate. The minute she moved and my mother was in sight, I was hit with her glaring eyes. She tried to play the victim next. Within a blink of her eyes, her face took on the part of a wounded mother.


  “I don’t know why you try to hurt me, Ryland, but you should be ashamed of yourself.”


  I didn’t play into her act one bit. I may feel sorry for her at times, but she was never interested in gaining any of our love. She blamed everything that came with the territory of being Jonathan Dare’s wife on the reason he denied her his love.


  Including us.


  It wasn’t until she saw the way we were with Annie that she suddenly tried to develop a motherly nature. It was too late by then and that’s when she took it out on Annie. If it had been up to her, she would have fired Annie on the spot, but for some reason J.D. wouldn’t allow it.


  I looked at Annie as she balanced the dishes in her hands with grace and a hint of badass. Looking back at my mother, I found her waiting for me to apologize.


  “So should you.”


  Annie stood next to Coraline to collect her plate, but she was frozen in place. My mother gaped at me and then threw down her napkin, roughly pushing back her chair.


  She glared at Annie for a second before stalking out of the room. I heard the rattle of glass and the click of a door and knew what she was doing. I tried to tell myself she would have taken the bottle of bourbon to her room no matter what I said, but that didn’t ease the small amount of guilt I felt.


  When I was alone in my room, I lay in bed staring up at my ceiling, my arms tucked under my head. Despite everything that happened at dinner and what I had to face later this month, the only thing I thought about was Araya and seeing her again tomorrow.


  Even after my eyes closed and I drifted into unconsciousness, the sweet smell of flowers, red hair, and dangerously soft skin haunted my dreams.
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    I stored away the last of the oils, counting each row of vials one last time before I closed and locked the case.


    I covered a yawn with my palm. I felt drained. It had been a while since I’d gotten out of the apartment. I wanted to get in bed and sleep through Nina and Carl coming home, but I knew that wasn’t an option. Pushing my case away, I knew I probably had ten more minutes before they walked through the door, and I let my mind wander to this afternoon.


    I was feeling incredibly guilty about leading Ryland on, but I told myself there was no other way. He obviously wouldn’t take no for an answer, and he backed me into a corner until I told him what he wanted to hear.


    I was very tempted to show up tomorrow just to hear his voice again. I had absolutely no experience when it came to guys. Feeling what I felt today was all new to me and the main reason I freaked out. It had been fun and exciting, and since he walked away from me this afternoon, he hadn’t been far from my mind.


    Although the reactions he stirred inside me were scary, they’d also been exciting. Boys weren’t part of my equation, and I never entertained the idea that they would be.


    Of course I held the brief glimmer of hope that someday I might fall in love, get married, and maybe have a child of my own despite the very reason that kept me from truly believing it would happen. I was old enough to know better now, and I was okay with that.


    Until now.


    It had been easier not to wonder about what I didn’t know I was missing.


    His promise to see me tomorrow night left me feeling both sad and anxious. All the way home, as Mr. Metchler talked about his day, I had to convince myself there was no way I could show up.


    The list was endless, but when it came down to it, there was only one that managed to pull me from the ledge and freefalling into Ryland’s world. He didn’t go out with girls like me and as soon as he realized it too, he would be gone. Why did I need to get any deeper than I’d gotten in a matter of twenty minutes?


    I heard the steps down the hall, the loud bickering of Nina and Carl as they argued about something. The door jingled and a second later their noisy conversation spilled into the tiny apartment.


    “You’re an idiot, Carl. That’s all there is to it.”


    “Well, what does that make you? You married an idiot.” His words sounded off and I knew he’d been drinking.


    “It made me desperate.”


    “Hi, Nina. Carl.”


    “Ugh.” She grumbled her reply.


    She walked around the room and, just like every day, left a trail of clothes for me to pick up later. Behind me, I heard her bed protest under her weight as she sat down to take off the rest of the evidence of a long day’s work. Carl ignored me as always, falling onto his bed with a loud groan, and before I knew it, he was snoring.


    “Why isn’t your bed made?” Nina snapped.


    I winced on the inside knowing I’d forgotten something and wishing I’d taken that ten minutes to make sure everything was the way she liked it before she returned home.


    “I’m sorry, Nina. I—”


    “Dinner’s not ready either? What exactly did you do today?”


    “I went out.”


    “You went out? Where? How is that even possible?”


    “Mr. Metchler took me.”


    “Where does he get off taking you out?”


    “I asked him to.”


    “Don’t you think you should’ve run that by me first?”


    “I didn’t think you’d mind.”


    “Exactly, you didn’t think. Where did he take you?”


    “Just to the park. I sat there and did my work.”


    “You can’t just go wherever you please, Araya. You have rules, limits.”


    “I was okay, Nina. I was careful.”


    “You’re missing the point. Like always.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “Why would you want to go to the park anyway? So you can tease yourself?”


    “No. It actually wasn’t that bad. I had a nice time. It was nice out today and it’s been so long since I’ve been out.”


    “Did anyone say anything to you?”


    “No. They barely noticed me. I did talk to a guy, though.”


    “A guy? What guy?”


    “His name was Ryland Dare.”


    “What? Are you sure that was his name?”


    “Yes.” Her sudden note of surprise confused me. “Why? Do you know him?”


    “No. What did he say to you?”


    “I got hit with a football. He came over to make sure I was okay.”


    “Nothing else?”


    I shook my head. I knew better than to tell her he asked me out. I was afraid she wouldn’t let me go back again and I really wanted to. I knew I wouldn’t see Ryland again, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to go back.


    “Couldn’t I go back if I made sure all my chores were done?”


    “All your chores should’ve been done this time. You got hit by a football, Araya. Why would you want to go back?”


    “It was an accident.”


    “Are you sure about that?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean maybe they took one look at your face and the fact that you just sat there and decided it would be fun to mess with you.”


    I frowned and I could feel the heat rising in my face. I touched the corners of my eyes. I knew what she was talking about, but I pretended I didn’t.


    “What’s wrong with my face?”


    “Don’t play stupid, Araya. You know perfectly well what’s wrong with your face. It’s a mess.”


    My cheeks grew hotter, but I refused to let her know her words hurt me.


    “I was wearing the sunglasses Grandpa Gabe gave me. They couldn’t see my face. The doctor said my scars weren’t that bad.”


    “Of course he’s going to tell you that. He didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”


    “Why do you want to?” I demanded.


    I bit my lip. Sometimes it was hard to stay quiet


    “Don’t get smart with me, Araya Noelle! I’m doing you a favor. You want to be naive and foolish, thinking you can do whatever you want because some old man takes pity on you?”


    “I can’t stay locked up in this place forever, Nina. Who am I hurting by spending a few hours in the park a few days out of the week? Please let me go again.” I hated begging,


    “How are you going to get home? Metchler doesn’t always go back through the park.”


    “I can wait for Carl. He can pick me up on his way home from work.”


    “The hell I can,” Carl grumbled from his bed.


    I didn’t know when he’d woken up, but I wished he hadn’t.


    “By the time Carl gets off his shift, it’ll be late and dark.”


    I looked around the tiny apartment with its pitiful one-window view.


    “I’m always in the dark, Nina. I’ll survive.”


    She didn’t say anything for the longest time, and I held my breath until she spoke again.


    “The first time you mess up, Araya, we’re forgetting this whole idea. You still have to do your chores, including my dinner. Don’t forget that’s how you pay your way around here. You can’t do anything else.”


    As if I needed the reminder. “I promise, Nina!” I couldn’t contain the happiness in my voice. “Nothing will change.”


    “It better not,” she snapped. “Don’t forget about your work for Metchler either.”


    “I won’t!”


    “Get started on dinner.”


    While I cooked, I thought about Ryland. While I got ready for bed, I thought about Ryland some more. I didn’t even notice when Nina and Carl stepped out. When I lay down to sleep, I didn’t need the sounds from the nightlife to put me to sleep.


    I saw Ryland in my dreams. It was the first time I dreamt in a long time.
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    Four


    


    


    I had probably paced back and forth about a hundred times now, looking at my watch and telling myself I was only going to wait ten more minutes for her and then I was leaving. And this time I meant it.


    I felt like an idiot after ten more minutes went by and I was still hanging around like a damn lovesick puppy. Was this the work of that bitch named Karma? Was I getting what was coming to me for all the times I stood up some poor, unsuspecting girl for no good reason?


    I leaned against the tree, trying to not make it obvious that I was waiting for a girl who was most likely not showing up.


    I scanned every female face in the park, wondering why I was so desperately holding on to the hope that she was still going to show up any minute now. Who cares if she didn’t? She was just one random chick, out of many random chicks, and if I left now I could still make use of the rest of my night with the cute little brunette I met last weekend.


    Another twenty minutes went by and I had yet to pull out my cell phone to make the call to the brunette, and if I were being honest with myself, I probably wouldn’t be any closer to making that call in another twenty minutes.


    There was only one girl I wanted to see tonight, and if I couldn’t see her, I wasn’t in the mood to see anybody. The only thing that kept me from leaving right now was the nagging thought that as soon as I left, she was going to show up. Maybe she was on the other side of the park, waiting for me. I would never know if I didn’t go check, but that led me back to my original dilemma.


    An hour and half came and went and I was good and angry. I stalked all the way to my car, not caring if I missed her this time or not. If she didn’t want to see me, screw it.


    I wasn’t going to wait around while she was off laughing somewhere at what a fool she turned me into. I slammed the car door and gripped the steering wheel. My knuckles turned white as I twisted my fingers back and forth. It took me five minutes to calm myself.


    As I pulled out of the parking lot, I told myself it was better this way. It was fate’s way of telling me that I shouldn’t be breaking my own rules. If I were willing to break this rule, what else would I be willing to let slide? I didn’t need complications in my life right now, and as I told myself to forget about Araya the entire way home, I realized it was going to be harder than I thought.
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    Five


    


    


    “You got me a what?”


    I felt like the rug had just been pulled out from under me.


    “Have you gone deaf now?” Nina snapped. “I said I got you a tutor.”


    “But why? Why would you do that?” I cried, gripping the edge of my chair.


    I felt like this was some cruel joke. She was busy moving about the room, getting ready for work. She acted as if this were no big deal. Why was she doing this to me?


    “Don’t be so dramatic, Araya. This isn’t the end of the world. Besides, I thought you’d be happy about this. You’re the one who wants to spread your wings, be more independent.”


    “There’s a reason I didn’t finish school! That reason hasn’t changed, Nina.”


    “I’m reminded of that every day I take care of you.”


    What? She’s reminded about it?! Poor her!


    She hadn’t taken care of me a day since I got home from the hospital. She could go suck a… a… popsicle! It was the best I could come up with because my head was still spinning.


    “I don’t want a tutor, Nina.”


    “Well, you don’t have a choice, Araya. If I’m going to be stuck with you, you’re going to do what I say, and if you want to keep going to that park of yours, you won’t give me any more grief about.”


    In the background, I heard the zip of her skirt and the clank of her heels as she struggled to put them on standing upright.


    She was sentencing me to a prison of humiliation and failure with the threat of losing my freedom. I didn’t have a choice. It’s not like I could get up and leave. Sure, I was legally able to, but I couldn’t get around without her. I hated needing her, but I did, and because she knew that, she was forcing my arm.


    “When do I start?” I asked.


    Admitting defeat left me feeling weak.


    “Tomorrow. I’ll drop you off at their house first thing in the morning.”


    My eyes slid shut, but I wouldn’t cry. “Do they know about me?”


    “Her name is Cara, and yes, she knows about you. She’s excited to meet you.”


    “What about my work? When will I have time to do that?”


    “You probably won’t. This is a little more important.”


    Since when had my education been a top priority to her?


    “I can’t just quit. Mr. Metchler needs me.”


    “He’ll survive, Araya. It’s not like he can’t live without you. It will just have to be something you sacrifice for the greater good.”


    I frowned. None of this made sense. Nina was all about me earning my keep, and my personal needs had never interfered with that. Now all of sudden she was okay with me quitting my job and learning? Something wasn’t right, but I had no idea what she was doing, and that gave me an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach.


    How much more was I going to have to sacrifice?
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    I sat there in my bra and panties, waiting for Nina to finishing ironing my dress. I only owned two different dresses, so picking out what I was going to wear didn’t take long.


    I wanted to iron my dress myself, but she insisted she would do it so it would be done right. I was the one who ironed her clothes every day, so I don’t know why she suddenly thought I was incapable.


    I could only think about dresses and ironing for so long before there was nothing left to think about and my thoughts wandered to why any of this was needed in the first place. I woke up with my stomach in knots as nerves twisted my insides. I felt sick and I hated how worked up I was getting over this whole situation.


    I shifted nervously on the bed, wishing she’d hurry up so I’d have something to distract me. It didn’t take long for me to find that outlet in Ryland.


    I knew a part of my anxiousness lay in the fact that I agreed to meet him with no intention of showing up. At six o’clock the guilt had eaten up my appetite and I skipped dinner. I tried to ease that shame by telling myself he probably wouldn’t show anyway or maybe he’d forgotten, and then I secretly hoped that wasn’t true.


    “Lift your arms,” Nina ordered, pulling me from my thoughts.


    I sighed. “I can get dressed myself, Nina.”


    She was starting to freak me out.


    “I don’t want you to wrinkle your dress. Now lift your arms and stop giving me a hard time.”


    After I lifted them above my head, she slipped it over my head, chest, and fitted it to my waist. She tried to help me slip my arms in next, but she was only making it harder. It also didn’t help that the dress was one size too small for me now.


    “Help me out here, Araya,” she complained.


    “If you let me do it myself, it’ll be easier.”


    “Fine. Do it yourself.” Her hands dropped away and I tugged the sleeves up my arms.


    When I finally got the snug-fitting dress in place, I had the joy of barely being able to breathe, in order for her to zip it up. I could breathe, but if I held it in too long I’d probably pass out.


    Looking down, I touched the low, rounded neckline. I was nearly spilling out of the dress as it clung to the curves that I’d somehow developed without my knowledge. I ran my hands down my narrow waist and over the flare of my hips and looked up.


    “Maybe I should wear the other dress,” I told Nina, feeling self-conscious.


    “Why?”


    “Don’t you think… it’s kind of small?”


    “It’s fine. Besides, the other dress is the same size. Here, brush your hair.” She shoved the brush in my hands.


    Once I was done, she dabbed a drop of her perfume on my neck and wrists. I must have had a weird look on my face because she snapped.“What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing, it’s just…” I lost my nerve. “Nothing.”


    What I didn’t say was that she’d never treated me like this before. Although the artificial fruity smell wasn’t to my liking, this was the first time I felt she treated me like a niece rather than a burden.


    “Part your lips.”


    If she had told me there was a cat tap dancing behind me, I wouldn’t have been more surprised.


    I pulled my head back and frowned. “Why?”


    “Do you have to question everything I tell you to do, Araya?” she snapped. “Just do it! We’re going to be late.”


    I parted my lips and sat there while she smeared a sticky layer of moisture over them. The scent of something sweet filled my nose. The smell was distantly familiar, but I had a hard time figuring it out. I frowned.


    “Is all of this necessary, Nina?” I didn’t understand why she was going overboard with my appearance.


    She sighed impatiently. “Yes! No more questions!”


    “I thought you said she was in high school?”


    “I also said no more questions!”


    “I just don’t think she’ll care if I’m wearing—”


    “Roll your lips,” Nina ordered.


    “What?”


    “To even out the lip-gloss, roll your lips.” She sighed impatiently.


    I rolled my lips together from front to back, smoothing out the lip-gloss, and I could taste the artificial flavor.


    “What’s the flavor?”


    “Sugar cookies.”


    “Doesn’t seem like a flavor you would use.”


    “The girl at the store said it was a favorite.”


    I wanted to ask her more questions. For one: why would she go out of her way to buy me lip-gloss, but not a dress that actually fit me? I knew I was pushing my luck as it was, so I bit the inside of my cheek and swallowed my curiosity.


    It took another thirty minutes before we were downstairs waiting at the bus stop. I didn’t ride in cars anymore.


    Once we were on the bus, I stared out the window. The closer we got, the harder it got to keep from throwing up. I was so nervous I could barely sit still. A couple of times I debated throwing myself out the doors when they opened for someone’s stop, but that thought terrified me even more than what I was about to face.


    It seemed like an eternity had gone by before Nina nudged me in the arm to let me know this was finally our stop. Apparently, the speed I took to get off the bus wasn’t fast enough for her, and she took my arm, pulling me off with her. I nearly missed one of the steps in her haste.


    “Where are we?” I asked.


    It had been over an hour since my last question and I figured I was due one.


    “The upper south side, Cherry Grove,” she replied absentmindedly.


    I’d never been on this side of town before. We were no longer in the city; that was for sure. The air seemed lighter, fresher. It filled my lungs, instantly clearing out the pollution from the city. It was quieter here too. There were no sounds of angry horns, blaring car alarms, or the roar of an overpowered engine.


    Nina navigated us in the direction we needed to go, and I tried not to be obvious as I dragged my feet. As we walked down the sidewalk, tall trees shaded me, making me feel small. Every now and then, the curious bark of a dog would send off a chain reaction of the rest of neighborhood dogs.


    “It’s just a few more houses down. Stop walking so slow, Araya.”


    She tugged me along with her, and I had no choice but to speed up or be dragged along.


    I attempted one last try to get out of this.


    “I don’t understand why I have to do this. How is this going to work?”


    “You listen; you learn; you do what she tells you to do. It’s not going to hurt you to make a friend, Araya.”


    Where was that logic during the last three years? It’s not like she made it easy for me.


    “She’s close to your age, so you’ll have things in common.”


    I wanted to ask her what she possibly thought we’d have in common, but she turned us in a different direction, announcing we were here. I suppressed the urge to turn around and run and never look back.


    We stopped and Nina grabbed my shoulders, facing me in her direction. She fussed over me for a few seconds and then rang the doorbell.


    “I hate those sunglasses,” she hissed quietly.


    I wanted to tell her that I hated what she was making me do, and if I had to suck it up, so did she, but the door opened and we were greeted by a friendly woman named Annie.


    Nina introduced us, and Annie immediately knew who we were. There was something about the older woman’s voice that I was instantly drawn to.


    She said she would show us into a sitting room and Cara would be in shortly. Sitting room? My nerves only increased when I realized how lavish everything here was.


    As she ushered us through the entryway, I quickly became aware of how sleek the floor was under my one-inch heel. I walked slowly, trying not to make a complete fool out of myself by falling. Looking up, I focused on the light inside the room. It was a bright white, not like the natural sunlight. It was warm inside the entrance; the heat made the room seem small.


    “These are such lovely flowers,” I heard Nina say, and the tone of her voice took me by surprise. I had never heard her sound so polite before.


    The soft rustle of hurried footsteps sounded behind me.


    “I’ll be back, Annie.”


    As surprised as I thought I was with Nina’s voice, I was completely floored at hearing his voice.


    Detained in my own distraction, my hip caught the edge of the table, knocking me off balance, and my shoes couldn’t find their footing. I tried to grab at the table, but my fingers couldn’t grasp what I was looking for. I heard the slow sound of the mocking rock on the tabletop and the whiff of fresh flowers swarmed me.


    I knew what was coming next. Any minute now the piercing sound of shattering glass would echo throughout the house and I was going to be on the floor, covered in it. The room shifted and I was thrown back. I landed against something firm, but it wasn’t what I expected. An arm slipped around my waist and pulled me tightly against his chest.


    I was all too aware of the way his arm tensed around my ribs, stretching my dress and exposing more of my cleavage. He was warm, and I could feel the rapid beating of his heart. His head dipped and I felt his lips move along my hair.


    “Easy there.” His breath trailed along the curve of my neck and I shivered.


    The teeter of the vase seized, and I realized I’d been spared at least some of my humiliation. Nina and Annie rushed to my side and I was pulled from his grasp. I wanted to protest, but I doubt they would have even heard me.


    They were both calling my name, and worried questions followed, but his question was the only one I focused on.


    “Araya?”


    At first I thought I was hearing things, using the phantom voice to attach to any male I heard, but when Annie spoke again, I knew I wasn’t.
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    Six


    


    


    I woke up tired and grumpy, and that only pissed me off more. Araya had managed to keep me company for most of the night, but it wasn’t exactly the way I wanted. Her innocent smile, the alluring call of her soft skin, had me aching in more ways than one this morning.


    After spending most of my morning in a shower cold enough to form icebergs that could take down the Titanic all over again, I found myself sitting in the kitchen, a cup of coffee in my hands.


    I don’t really remember getting here, but I did it with clothes on, so the details didn’t really matter. The house was pretty quiet and I was glad I hadn’t had a run-in with either of the parentals. J.D. was probably already at the office, and if Coraline had taken reprieve with the entire bottle, I wouldn’t see her until late afternoon.


    Careless had mentioned a friend or something coming over so I didn’t have to worry about her today. Annie was probably off fussing over Sebastian, who was guaranteed to be battling his own demons with a different bottle.


    We were a couple of pill poppers away from a clinic with twenty-four-hour security. My family was a weapon of mass destruction all on its own, and I couldn’t wait to take Careless away from here before she was lost in the aftermath.


    I was on my own today and usually I didn’t mind that, but I had a feeling I was going to do something completely unlike me and possibly even borderline stalkerish. Much to my irritation, I was still thinking about Araya.


    Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad if I didn’t already know her skin was as soft as it had been in my dreams. Or that her lips were able to drive me past the point of crazy, hearing the soft sighs she made when saying my name as I tasted the mysteries of her body.


    I growled, digging the heels of my hands into my eyes, rubbing my forehead before sweeping my fingers through my hair. Why couldn’t I get this girl out my head for more than five minutes?


    Logic wanted to argue that it was the classic want what you can’t have scenario, but there were a lot of things I wanted and couldn’t have, and I didn’t obsess this much.


    I didn’t believe in dwelling over a lost cause or playing games. Especially with women. For that one who said no because she thought she could change me, there were three more who would say yes, willing to take what I offered. I respected women, but I didn’t stick around long enough to waste that kind of time.


    Araya was different, though. She’d made herself stand out and made me take notice because she was different. She planted a piece of herself in my mind, and the more I thought about her, the more I obsessed, the faster she grew, and now she was slowly taking over my every thought.


    Maybe I needed to see her one more time, figure out what it was that continued to pull me back to her, and I could move on.


    The echo of the doorbell was like a warning bell, and I knew what I was going to do before I left the kitchen. Making my way toward the front door, I wanted to make my getaway before I got stuck making small talk with Careless’s company. I wasn’t in the mood to play nice, so I was hoping to slip out after Annie showed them in.


    As I rounded the foyer, I heard their voices and caught a flash of color before I ducked behind the wall again. I frowned instantly.


    It couldn’t be, I thought, shaking my head.


    I felt ridiculous and prepared myself to slip out easily. Annie was showing them into the sitting room and with their backs to me, I could escape.


    “I’ll be back, Annie.”


    I cursed the automatic response, and with a quick sweeping glance toward Annie, I reached for the door.


    It only took a split second for the fear of being caught to wear off, for it to register.


    The sound of my voice shocked her as much as seeing her standing inside my house stunned me. She’d been staring at the ceiling, and she knocked into the table in the center of the rounded foyer.


    The long vase filled with fresh flowers from Coraline’s garden rocked dangerously, threatening to fall over. I knew the vase was fine; it was light enough it wouldn’t follow through. Araya wasn’t going to be that lucky, and I watched as she struggled to stay upright.


    I got to her, pulling her against my chest and wrapping my arm around her ribs. The soft curves of her breasts brushed across my arm, and instinctively I pulled her tighter to me. Feeling her against me had images of my dreams flashing inside my head. I was torn between spinning her in my arms and burying my face into her sweet flesh or carrying her off to my room.


    Lowering my head, I breathed in her saccharine scent. She smelled just as sweet the day I met her, like sunflowers. She was like spilled honey in my hands and it made me want to explore the rest of her skin to see if every part of her was just as heavenly.


    “Easy there,” I whispered, and her hair tickled my lips.


    Suddenly she was pulled from my arms by Annie and whoever the other woman was. The woman, although trying to look sincerely concerned, had a weird look of both annoyance and satisfaction.


    Annie gushed over Araya in a way I didn’t understand, but it didn’t seem to override the fact that I wanted to snatch up Araya and pull her back to me. That surprised me and I took a step away from the three of them. I wasn’t possessive; I didn’t get jealous. That implied wanting more than I was willing to give. That implied I wanted…


    “Araya?” I hadn’t realized I said her name out loud until I noted everyone staring at me.


    “Do you two know each other?” the woman with Araya asked.


    She held only a slight resemblance to Araya, not enough to be her mother, but I figured they were probably related. Her red hair, dulled in age, wasn’t nearly as bright and vibrant as Araya’s. Her skin was pale with a yellow undertone. Her baggy clothes hung from her body in an unattractive way, proving life had taken a toll on her body.


    Her green eyes shifted back and forth between us, but I had the feeling she already knew the answer. I wondered if Araya’s eyes were the same color, but sunglasses in place, I was left to only wonder.


    “We, uh… we met… I met…”


    “Ryland.”


    I finished for her when she hesitated. Why bother to remember my name when she had no plans to ever see me again?


    “Ryland, of course.” She blushed and turned away from me. “We met in the park the other day,” she explained.


    The woman’s eyebrows lifted and she extended her hand toward me. “I’m Nina Davis. Araya’s aunt.”


    I took her hand, gave it a quick shake, and pulled mine back.


    “Nice to meet you.”


    My eyes found Araya again, but she wasn’t looking at me. No one said anything for a full minute. Finally, Annie spoke.


    “This is Cara’s guest. She’ll be tutoring Araya for a couple weeks.” At the mention of a tutor, Araya’s blush deepened.


    I nodded, but my eyes never left Araya’s face. If she noticed, she didn’t show it. I could sense Annie’s frown, but I didn’t acknowledge it.


    “Come on, darling,” she said, taking Araya’s arm and turning her toward the sitting room. “Are you sure you’re all right?”


    “I’m fine,” Araya said. “I’m sorry—”


    “Nonsense.” Annie shushed her. “It was an accident. Come on, let’s go sit.”


    Araya turned back toward me, but her gaze never quite reached mine.


    “It was nice to see you again, Ryland,” she said softly.


    “I’m sure we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other.” I liked watching the color spread across her cheeks.


    “Come on, honey.” Annie pulled Araya with her, glaring at me.


    Araya’s aunt caught my attention before she followed them, and I tried not to be completely creeped out by the way she looked at me. It wasn’t even an exchange I could explain.


    When they were gone, I took a step forward to follow them but stopped. Annie was on watch-guard mode now and she would probably stop me before I got anywhere close to Araya.


    I wasn’t into causing scenes and I especially didn’t want to get any more knowing glances from her aunt.


    Running my fingers through my hair, I dropped my head back and the bright light made me squint. Araya had been staring at the ceiling when I walked in and it made me wonder what she’d been looking at. The ceiling domed and windows wrapped around in a skylight. I couldn’t see anything past the blinding white glare and my eyes started to water.


    I tried to tell myself that if I saw her one more time, I could move on to the next girl without looking back, but I was a damn liar.


    If I were being honest with myself, I wouldn’t deny the spark of excitement I got when Annie said Araya would be around for the next couple of weeks.


    If I were being honest with myself, I would acknowledge the fact that I was already trying to figure out how I could get her alone.


    If I were being completely honest with myself, I would admit that I was far from ready to put Araya behind me… but that was only if I were being honest with myself and I wasn’t.


    Right now, I had to figure out how I was going to get Araya away from everyone. It wasn’t going to be easy. Annie had seen the way I was looking at Araya, and I had seen the way she looked at me before she walked out.


    She was daring me to try something, and I rarely disappointed when it came to a dare.
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    “Sebastian,” I started slowly, “what part of this easy as hell plan are you having a hard time understanding?”


    I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose, pacing the floor in front of his bed for the twentieth time. Apparently enlisting the help of my brother, who was obviously incapable of following a simple plan, was a dumb idea.


    He could barely brush his teeth I realized as I watched him struggle to push the toothpaste out of the crusted-over hole. He cursed when he squeezed too hard and it spewed from the tube and over everything but the actual bristles.


    He made a face as he shook his fingers in the air, somehow expecting the sticky paste to come off. It was sad when your older brother couldn’t do something a three-year-old could.


    “Don’t get smart with me, Ryland,” he mumbled around a mouthful of toothbrush. “I’ll kick your ass and you can figure out how to piss off Annie on your own.”


    He spit into the sink, brought a handful of water to his mouth, and then spit again. He leaned on the edge of the marble counter, lifting his eyebrows in warning.


    I wanted to tell him not to get dumb with me, but I really needed him to help me distract Annie. Sebastian ran his hand down his mouth and placed the toothbrush back in its holder. He turned around, crossing his ankles and his arms over his bare chest, and frowned.


    “Listen, all I need you to do is cause a distraction, break something, break a limb, anything to get Annie out of the sitting room for a few minutes.”


    “Break something?” His head tilted and his lips thinned as he thought it over. “I could break something.”


    I laughed. “Try not to go overboard, okay?”


    “Why are we doing this again?”


    “Since when do you care about details to raise a little hell?”


    “Since it involves Annie.”


    He turned back to look in the mirror and ran his fingers through his wet hair. We were nearly identical, from the same dark dirty-blond hair to the blue eyes to the square chin and height.


    There was only a year difference between the two of us, and most of the time people thought we were twins.


    “You don’t piss off that woman unless it’s for a damn good reason.”


    This was true. “It’s worth it.” I promised.


    “Who are you trying to nail?” he asked, disappearing into his closet.


    I hated that I instantly felt protective over Araya. I wasn’t going to lie and say I hadn’t thought about what it would be like to have her twisting and arching beneath me. To catch every sigh and moan with my mouth. To feel her against me, surrounding me…


    I shook my head, trying to remember where I was going with this. It wasn’t just about sex. Although it should have been, it wasn’t.


    “No one.”


    “This is about a girl, right?” He came out of the closet pulling a shirt over his head.


    “Kind of, sort of. Are you going to help me out or not?” I demanded, annoyed.


    He rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. I had won. His eyes narrowed, and he warned, “But if your plan goes to hell and shit gets real, you can bet your ass I’m taking you down with me, little brother.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Easy, Cujo. We’re not trying to escape Alcatraz here. Just do your part, and I’ll take care of the rest.”


    He nodded.


    “What’s the plan again?”
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    There were only two ways out of the sitting room and I was covering one and Sebastian would enter the other. I stood with my back against the wall and waited until Sebastian did his part before I moved in to steal Araya from Annie.


    I turned my head to the side, waiting and listening. It occurred to me that Sebastian was probably going to screw this up. Even after explaining to him once again that all he had to do was get Annie out of the room, I still fully expected him mess up his part.


    “Annie!” Sebastian hollered from the hallway on the other end of the room.


    Showtime, I thought and waited for my cue.


    “Annie!”


    “For goodness sakes, Sebastian, why are you yelling?” Annie snapped and I knew she was up and moving around the room.


    “Who is this?” Sebastian said, and I instantly frowned at the way he said it.


    I tried to peer around the corner without getting caught by Annie.


    Lucky for me her back was to me, but Sebastian could see me and his stupid grin widened when he realized why he was helping me. That’s it! I thought to myself. I was going to punch the stupid grin right off his face.


    Annie’s voice was a warning in disguise. “This is Araya Noelle. She’s Cara’s friend.”


    Translation: keep your hands to yourself. And he damn well better.


    “It’s very nice to meet you, Araya,” Sebastian drawled.


    He swore by his ability to make any girl throw their panties at him just by the sound of his voice. I’d call bullshit on that if I didn’t swear I had the same effect on girls too.


    “You as well…” She waited for him to fill in the blank.


    “Sebastian. Sebastian Dare.” He whistled. “Worth it indeed,” he muttered, probably confusing everyone but me.


    I gritted my teeth. Yeah, I was definitely going to kick his ass.


    “What exactly did you need, Sebastian?” Annie scolded, and I wanted to thank her.


    “Does anyone else smell that?” Araya voiced, sounding worried.


    I sniffed the air and frowned. What is that?


    “Oh, right,” Sebastian said. “About that… Annie, I need you in the kitchen right quick.”


    “Why?” she asked, suddenly nervous.


    “Well, I didn’t want to alarm you, but…”


    “But what, Sebastian? Spit it out!” she snapped, growing anxious.


    “I may or may not have started a teeny, tiny fire in the kitchen.” He said it as if a small kitchen fire was no big deal.


    I did a face-palm and dropped my head forward. Really? A fire? I wanted to be angry, but I couldn’t help but laugh. Coraline was going to flip.


    “What?” Annie freaked and apologized to Araya before yelling at Sebastian to hurry up.


    Wasting no time, I stuck my head into the room. “Psst!” I hissed, and Araya jumped, turning in my direction.


    “Ryland?” she asked.


    “The one and only, sweetheart.”


    Walking into the room and toward her, I grabbed her hand. “Come on.” I tugged.


    “What? I can’t go with you! What about—”


    “I think Annie’s going to be a while.” I smirked, tugging again, and she bit her lip nervously. “Besides, you owe me. You did stand me up, after all.” I wasn’t beneath using guilt.


    She took a deep breath and I knew I’d won. She stood when I tugged this time and, smiling triumphantly, I led her from the room and down the hall, pulling her into my mother’s study a few doors down.


    Leading her into the white room, it was like stepping into a magazine layout. Coraline never used this room unless she was hanging out with the mini drink cart.


    Expensive furniture draped in different shades of white scattered the room and it smelled of lingering brandy.


    I let go of her hand and slid the double doors closed. When I turned around, she was nervously twisting her hands together, her back still toward me.


    That nagging feeling was back, and I stood there secretly observing her and wondering what the hell I was missing. Why couldn’t I figure out what was different about her? It was driving me crazy!


    Unexpectedly, she spun around and placed her hands on her hips.


    “You started that fire!” she accused.


    I grinned. “Are you accusing me of arson, sweetheart? That’s a major accusation.”


    I advanced on her. The bottom of her dress brushed my legs and she backed up. Her hands braced out at her sides behind her, helping her feel for the wall. I didn’t stop until she was pressed up against it and I was trapping her.


    “Besides, why would I need to start a fire?”


    She swallowed. “Because you’re afraid.”


    “Afraid of what exactly?”


    “Annie.”


    “Annie’s a big softy. Don’t let her fool you.”


    “It seems like the only one trying to fool me here is you.”


    I watched her lips as they moved. They distracted me from wondering how she was able to see right through me. If I were afraid of anyone, it was going to be the tiny girl in front of me. She packed one hell of a punch, and I felt myself trying to consume more air than normal.


    “You have very distracting lips.”


    My face was only a few inches from hers, but I couldn’t see her expression through her sunglasses. I braced my hand next to her head and leaned in close. Close enough that I could feel the warmth from her body and the erratic beat of her heart.


    I was close enough to her that I could feel the hum I created within her body and the way her soft curves teased me. I was close, but not nearly close enough.


    I traced my thumb over her bottom lip, and she sucked in a sharp breath.


    “Why do you wear these glasses?” I traced her cheek below the rim of the lens. “Who are you hiding from?”


    “I’m not hiding from anyone.”


    “Liar.”


    If she was going to call me out on my crap, it was only fair that I get to do the same to her.


    “I’m not! I—”


    I had flustered her. If I didn’t take it down a notch, I was going to take it further than I intended. At least she was out in the open about it. I hid from everyone, including myself.


    “Ryland!”


    Araya jerked beneath me, like we’d just been caught doing something I was only thinking about doing. I groaned, knowing I’d picked a too obvious hiding spot. The stain of red blended into Araya’s hairline, and it made me wonder when was the last time I’d seen a girl blush so much.


    Dropping my head forward, I felt Araya’s wild curls brush across my temple. She was so close. Her skin, her scent… It was messing with my head and I wanted nothing more than to bury my face in the curve of her neck, but the angry foot tapping behind me reminded me that we weren’t alone.


    Turning away from temptation, I didn’t completely spin to address the pain in my ass, nor did I move away from Araya. I wanted steal all the seconds I could close to her. She would definitely be guarded very close after this stunt.


    “What can I help you with, Careless?”


    I smiled smugly because I could practically feel the scorch of her glare against my back.


    I knew she would like nothing more than to unleash hell on me at this exact moment, but she would bite her tongue until Araya was no longer in the room.


    “How about we step outside?” she said, biting off each word with a clenched jaw. “Just the two of us,” she added.


    What she really meant was where there were no witnesses to testify against her. I looked at Araya again.


    “If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, come save me.” I winked at her and she swallowed hard.


    “Ryland!” Careless screeched, like I somehow offended her. “Outside! Now!”


    She stalked past me, grabbing a fistful of my shirt and pulling me with her.


    “We’ll just be a minute, Araya,” she said sweetly and pushed open the French doors with one hand.


    She led me out onto the patio and I breathed in the smell of fresh roses and I knew I’d never be able to smell another flower again without being reminded of Araya. Careless shoved me into one of the expensive pieces of patio furniture and I slumped in the sun-warmed seat, while she stood there glaring at me.


    “What exactly do you think you’re doing?”


    “You mean besides being annoyed by you?”


    “You know exactly what I mean! You set the kitchen on fire? Seriously? What is the matter with you?”


    “Are all those rhetorical questions?”


    “Damn it, Ryland! This isn’t a game!” she hissed and I was starting to realize she was actually pissed off. “She isn’t like the other girls you’re used to.”


    I rolled my eyes. “You’re being dramatic, Cara.” I rarely used her real name.


    “I’m warning you, Ryland.” She pointed a stern finger at me, and her eyes narrowed dangerously. “Stay away from her. She is off limits. Period.”


    Careless didn’t normally hand out warnings, so when she did, she meant business. I’d eat dirt before I admitted that to her or anyone else, though. She wasn’t the kind of person you wanted to have on your ass.


    She was normally very thoughtless, which is where she got her nickname. I won’t lie; Cara was pretty damn intimidating when she wanted to be, and when you pissed her off, she dedicated her life to making yours miserable.


    However, this time, she didn’t have me thinking twice about her word of caution before I would eventually do whatever she was telling me I couldn’t.


    It gave my brother and me nothing but pleasure to piss off our sassy baby sister, and today would be no exception to that rule. Slouching in the patio chair, I tilted my head so I could see past her to the tiny girl trying to sit so elegantly on our mother’s fifteen thousand-dollar couch.


    That alone made me want to walk up to her and kiss her long and hard until her feet were no longer touching the ground. She was defying one of the many rules of Coraline Dare, and anyone who didn’t have a death wish in their pocket would never do that.


    I knew she was anything but the prim and proper girl she masqueraded as, and her little display sparked my curiosity even more. We Dares… we were full of disguises. By the time I was six, I’d learned to spot a phony from a mile away.


    She looked like any other girl from my parents’ crowd, but she stood out like a rose in a thorn bush. She was sitting there in a room void of all color, except for the flare of long red hair, pink lips, and soft curves wrapped in a dress the color of a sunny summer day.


    A strong ache settled into my bones, making me want to bathe in her glowing warmth. She was still wearing those same sunglasses and they looked out of place against her ivory skin.


    She shifted nervously on the couch, crossing and uncrossing her long legs. I couldn’t help but stare at them, wondering what they would feel like wrapped around—


    “Ryland!” Careless snapped, interrupting my thoughts.


    It was probably a good thing.


    Focusing back on my sister, who all but had steam rising from her body, my eyes lazily drifted up to hers.


    “That sounds an awfully lot like a dare, Careless,” I drawled challengingly. “And you know how I feel about dares.” I taunted her. Just to add fuel to her fire, I gave her the infamous Ryland Dare stare. “Besides, there’s something about her that is begging me to—”


    “Finish that sentence, Ryland Dare, and the only one who’ll be begging for anything will be you, and it will be for air.” She threatened.


    “What’s the deal with this girl? Why are you acting like she’s made out of fine china, and why does she wear those sunglasses everywhere?”


    She gaped at me like I was stupid, and then her head cocked to the side. Slowly, her expression phased into a frown of confusion.


    “You don’t know, do you?” And it was like the last piece of the puzzle was found.


    “Know what?” I asked, sitting up in the chair.


    The corner of her mouth tilted and she hissed in warning, “I’m actually going to let you figure this one out on your own, my dear brother. It’s going to be fun to watch and as far as the sunglasses, she has scars around her eyes.”


    “Scars from what?”


    She shrugged and her face set stubbornly.


    “If this is your brilliant plan for keeping me away from Araya, you suck at it.”


    “As long as you don’t touch her—and by touch I mean have sex with her—you’re free to talk to her all you want.”


    I felt like I was being set up, but I wasn’t sure how. “Thanks for the permission, Mom.”


    She hated when I called her that and she flipped me off before walking back into the room with Araya. I watched as she walked up to Araya, who seemed to be lost in thought and was startled when Careless said her name.


    Rolling out of the chair, I moved to lean against the doorframe and watched Careless introduced herself. Her face transformed as she gave Araya one of her rare genuine Cara smiles. She didn’t give those out often, but when she did, they always managed to light up the entire room.


    I wished she had more to smile about, but maybe having Araya as a friend would help. God knows she needed one. Maybe she’d be less wary of people. I wasn’t going to help that if I started something with Araya that I knew I wasn’t going to finish.


    Yeah, I wanted her now. That’s how it always started out, but it wouldn’t last. It never lasted. And if I ruined this for Careless, I’d only be pushing her further away from having a normal relationship with another human being.


    I didn’t need to add to the unraveling of my sister that our parents had started. So I would leave Araya alone. I would listen to Careless and move on to the next girl.


    Pushing away from the frame, I walked past Careless and Araya. I saw Careless glance up at me. A small crinkle formed between her eyebrows and her eyes lifted. She knew I didn’t give up so easily and that left her suspicious.


    I tried not to notice the way Araya glanced in my direction. The movement was subtle; I barely even caught her and probably wouldn’t have if I hadn’t been so focused on her. She didn’t look up or try to catch my attention as I walked past, and I pushed away my disappointment.


    “You girls have fun,” I called out as I walked out of the room.


    The hallway seemed to have grown a couple of miles as I walked away from the room, stuffing down the image of Araya’s red hair sprayed across my pillow. I definitely needed to stay away from the house while she was here.


    Sebastian was waiting for me in the sitting room. He was leaning against the wall, arms folded, and smiling like the Cheshire cat.


    “Touch her and you die,” I warned, walking past him.


    He lifted his hands, shaking his head and chuckling. “I’m the least of your worries. Annie’s waiting for you in the kitchen.”


    I’d rather face the devil himself than Annie.


    “Dead man walking,” Sebastian said, walking behind me, humming the march of doom.
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  By the end of the week, I was surprised at how disappointed I was that I wouldn’t be seeing Careless again for a few days.


  I found it strange to call her Careless, but she assured me no one called her Cara, except her parents. I couldn’t be sure and she didn’t come right out and say it, but I could tell she didn’t get along with her parents.


  I had yet to meet either one of them. They didn’t seem to be all that involved with any of the Dare siblings. During my last day with Careless, I heard arguing and the sound of glass shattering, slamming doors the echoes to end the fight.


  I pretended not to notice, remaining nonchalant when Careless got up to shut the door to the study. If she was fazed by any of it at all, she didn’t say anything. Not that I expected her to, but most people would have felt embarrassed and apologized for what happened. But she didn’t feel the need to keep up appearances for her parents. She was exactly what her nickname suggested: care-less. After that, she said it was nice enough outside that we could spend our time out there from now on.


  I knew the signs; it took years and years of perfecting the practice of becoming detached the way she was. I was really beginning to like Careless. Having a friend would be nice, but she wasn’t the type to commit, not even to a friendship.


  She was nice and all to me, and at times it felt like she liked flirting with the idea of opening up, but something always pulled her back. It was sad to think she would go through life keeping everyone at arm’s length.


  The only one she seemed to be remotely close to was Annie, and honestly, it was kind of hard to resist her sweet southern charm.


  It was that small affection she held for the older woman that made me cling to the hope that she wasn’t completely lost to a future of loneliness. I wondered how she was with her brothers, but I hadn’t seen either one of them since my first day there.


  I felt confused, wondering why Ryland went through so much trouble just to disappear the rest of the week.


  Shifting on my bed, I wrapped my feet and legs underneath me and leaned into the open window, seeking the fresh air. The light breeze swept the hair away from my face and washed over me, cooling my warm skin.


  The summer heat had leaked inside the tiny apartment, smothering the air in the room until I felt I was suffocating. I was forced to take refuge on my bed, staying by the window all day by myself. Not that it completely sucked. I liked sitting here with my eyes closed listening to the sounds below.


  Except lately, my mind found it hard to concentrate on anything other than Ryland.


  Every time I heard footsteps leading up to the room Careless and I were in, I held my breath, hoping it was him, but it never was, and my heart sank each time. Careless didn’t seem too pleased to find Ryland and me alone that first day and I wondered if maybe that was why he had stayed away.


  He didn’t seem like someone who obeyed rules, but something had kept him away. I knew eventually we would run into each other again and the thought made my heart jump. Ryland made me nervous, but he made me curious even more, and that left me wanting something more.


  My shoulders fell when I couldn’t ignore that tiny voice in the back of my thoughts that taunted me with the reminder that Ryland probably wouldn’t be interested in me once he found out. I knew he didn’t know. I wasn’t sure why Careless hadn’t told him, but the way he’d been with me confirmed what I already knew. He wouldn’t be in the dark forever, and I would worry about his reaction when that time came.


  I stayed in the same spot until the sun faded behind the lining of our building, slowly sinking into the horizon. I panicked when I realized I was late starting dinner. I dreaded having to deal with Nina and Carl when they got home to find it wasn’t waiting for them.


  It would be the reaction I expected, but lately, something was different with the two of them, Nina mostly. I usually triggered Nina’s short temper, and she’d go off like a loaded gun, but they seemed to be less angry with me. Although I wanted to enjoy the sudden change, I remained wary of them.


  Sure enough, they completely surprised me when they got home at their usual time and I only received a small grunt of annoyance from Carl when I told them dinner would be another fifteen minutes. We ate in mostly silence, but every once in a while Nina would throw in a question about my time with Careless, her family, and even Ryland.


  She didn’t like when my responses were short and vague, and she would snap at me and rant about my attitude until she got up from the table to get ready for bed. I wanted to ask her about going to the park tomorrow, but I knew she was angry and her answer would be no.


  Before I got in bed, I twisted my hands and bit the inside of my cheek. I lingered at the edge of my mattress in anticipation while I tried to work up the nerve to ask Nina about Sunday.


  “Is there something you want, Araya?” Nina asked from across the room.


  I lost my nerve. “No,” I mumbled and climbed into bed.


  Next time I would ask before I pissed her off.


  I spent the entire weekend trapped inside. Nina and Carl were gone all day Saturday running errands. I never went with them. They said I held them up and walked too slow. What they could get done in a few hours without me took all day when I went with them, so I stayed home.


  It was better this way anyway. I bruised easy, and my body always felt like I fell down a flight of stairs after a day out with them. By Sunday I could already feel the walls closing in around me and I wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and sleep until Tuesday, when I would see Careless next.


  Monday passed just as slowly and I wondered how I’d gone four years cooped up in this apartment.


  That night, as I lay in bed listening to the sounds that came only when the sun set, I tried to let the familiar lullaby put me to sleep—the hushed hum of the cars’ engines as they passed by below, the stray cat’s meows of loneliness and hunger.


  Somewhere below us, laughter, loud conversation, and even louder music came from an open window. Nothing seemed to work and I tossed and turned for another hour while I thought about what I would say to Ryland if I saw him tomorrow.


  Mostly, I just anticipated what he would do when he saw me. My thoughts followed me into my dreams, and I thought about Ryland’s hands, his lips, and his warmth when he was close to me.


  Sometime before dawn, I shot up in bed, and my heart pounded wildly. My hair was damp and stuck to my flushed skin. There was a strange ache low in my stomach and hips. I felt tingly all over and the urge to cover my breasts and squeeze my legs together confused me.


  Flopping back in bed, I lay on my side and pulled the pillow from underneath my head and put it between my thighs. I folded my arm under my head and when I closed my eyes, Ryland was there again.


  His mouth was doing wonderful things to my neck and his hands were all over me, but the tingle didn’t go away. I wanted more. I needed more, and his hands were moving down my body—


  My eyes flew open and I turned, burying my face into the mattress, and groaned loudly. I pressed my fingers into my hipbone and wished I could raise dawn into the sky a lot quicker.


  I lay there on my stomach for what seemed like an eternity, staring into darkness until it was finally time to get up and get ready. The entire time I felt like I was on fast-forward while Nina took her time getting ready.


  When I finally sat in the study with Careless, I was a ball of nerves the entire time, expecting him to walk through the doors at any second. I didn’t know if Ryland was even home and I hadn’t worked up the nerve to ask Careless yet. When Careless announced it was almost time, I knew that was my sign.


  It’s now or never, Araya, I thought.


  “Careless?” I started and took a deep breath.


  “Yeah?” she replied, and I was glad she wasn’t really paying attention as she shuffled through papers.


  “I forgot to ask if you had a good weekend.”


  Baby steps.


  “It was okay, I guess. I’m afraid to admit I have no life.” She laughed. “It was pretty quiet around here this weekend and that’s how I like it.”


  “It’s quiet around here today.”


  “Yeah, the parentals are gone today.”


  She mistook my meaning and I felt embarrassed.


  “No, I just meant I haven’t heard Annie moving around or… your brothers.” I kept my face down, but I knew she was looking at me now.


  “Sebastian’s nocturnal. You’ll rarely see him during daylight hours unless he’s setting kitchens on fire with Ryland.”


  I smiled. “Is Ryland nocturnal too?”


  I hoped it sounded like I was just trying to make conversation, but when she didn’t answer right away, I knew she wasn’t fooled and I wondered what she was thinking.


  “Ryland is… complicated. In our own ways, we all are actually. Ryland likes to hide it, I could care less about it, and Sebastian likes to flaunt it. I love my brothers, don’t get me wrong, but they’re both ass backwards when it comes to relationships. Ryland doesn’t commit—he can’t—so he sticks to his own kind”


  His own kind?


  I knew Careless’s family had money, and by the size of their house, a lot of it. She didn’t talk about her parents ever, so I didn’t know what they did to have so much money, but it didn’t really matter either way. I wasn’t their kind. I touched the rounded neckline of my old, plain dress. It was one of the few that I had that still fit me.


  “Shit! Shoot!” she cursed and corrected quickly. She covered my hand with hers briefly and pulled away. That was out of her comfort zone. “I swear, I didn’t mean that the way it came out. I meant he stays with the emotionally crippled girls. We have our own club.” She joked. “Believe me, Araya, if I let Ryland, he would be all over you.” I blushed deep into my roots. “But you’re the kind of girl that still blushes, and I don’t mean that in a bad way, but Ryland would ruin that. Like I said, I love my brothers, but I like you. I don’t want you to get hurt.”


  I tried to swallow everything she just said, but she talked so fast I was still playing catch-up by the time she started again. “You’re too good for my brother, Araya, but you’re also both adults and I’m just warning you.”


  “Thank you.”


  It sounded lame, but what else was there to say? I didn’t expect to marry Ryland or even have any sort of relationship with him. I only thought up to seeing him again.


  In bed that night, all I could think about was something Careless had said. If I let Ryland, he would be all over you. I only allowed myself to focus on the first half of that statement. I wouldn’t survive another night of dreams about Ryland. What had she meant by if I let him? Had she given him a warning too? Warned him to stay away from me? It made me feel better to think that was the reason he hadn’t sought me out after the first day.


  A month came and went and I’d given up on seeing Ryland again. He was obviously taking Careless’s warning serious, so I would too. It was for the best anyway. I wasn’t any better for him than he was for me. I’d stopped thinking about him during my visits with Careless, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t keep him from my dreams at night.


  Careless stuck to us working outside and I was happy about that. The fresh air and the freedom of being outside for a few hours a day was perfect.


  The only downside was that my bladder seemed to be working double time and I had to go to the bathroom for the second time since arriving. I felt bad that Careless had to take me yet again, but there was no way I could navigate through the maze she called home on my own.


  When I finished, she wasn’t there to greet me like normal. I debated whether to chance it on my own. I felt brave so I followed the path we’d come from.


  I ended up outside, but I was positive it was nowhere I needed to be since Careless wasn’t around. It smelled so sweet, but I didn’t recognize the scent. I would ask Careless to work on this side next time.


  I turned around to go back the way I came and crashed into something hard. A strong hand caught my elbow and pulled me close. His smell was all around me and I knew it was Ryland. I looked up at him, and neither one of us said anything at first. I wanted to know what he saw, what he was thinking, but I didn’t have the nerve to ask him.


  “Hi,” I finally said.


  “Hi,” he whispered. “How are you?”


  “I’m lost.” A shade of pink followed my confession.


  “I’ve lived here my whole life and I still get lost sometimes.” He teased.


  “Is that why you haven’t been around lately?” I bit my lip, wishing I’d bit my tongue.


  He chuckled “You noticed?”


  I dropped my head and twisted my hands, not trusting myself to respond. He moved in closer and his knuckle trailed up my throat, lifting my chin up toward him.


  “Yes, I noticed,” I finally said.


  He didn’t say anything, and I felt like my heart was trying to escape.


  The heat in my cheeks made me think about Careless’s warning. At the time, it had been easy to follow, but I hadn’t taken into consideration how I would feel when I was close to him again. Right and wrong had taken a flying leap, along with common sense and my body’s natural ability to breathe as he backed me up against the wall.
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  Staying away from Araya had given new meaning to my self-control. It stretched the already thin line of my limitations, and seeing Araya fumble through the hallway, lost, my restraint snapped.


  It was easy to lose your way around here. The house was lavishly decorated, but everything was so neutral and covered in every shade of bright white there was. Everything blended together and you could never tell if you’d walked out of one room just to walk into the same room again. I followed her out onto the deck knowing we would have some time before Careless came looking for her.


  I’d lasted longer than I thought possible and that had to count for something, right? I tried most of the time to stay away from the house when I knew Araya would be there, and that had worked… for the first week. The temptation was too strong and I found myself looking for excuses to stay home, and last week had been my breaking point because I finally figured out what it was about Araya that was different.


  I caught a glimpse of Careless and Araya outside and stood there watching them. They’d been laughing about something and although it was nice to see Careless so happy, I couldn’t take my eyes off Araya.


  It was no surprise she wore those sunglasses, but I was too distracted to be irritated by them this time. I watched as her head fell back, sending the flames of her hair down her back. The messy waves framed her face and my fingers twitched to run through them. Her dress was tight around her breasts and waist, and every time she laughed, my attention was pulled to the creamy skin of her cleavage that I knew would smell like fresh flowers.


  I held my breath when she flipped the sunglasses to the top of her head and her eyelids fluttered closed before I could see anything as she rubbed her fingers under her eyes.


  And then she looked right at me.


  I thought about hiding, but what was the point when I’d already been caught? I stared at her, waiting for the sweet blush that lingered across her skin when I was around, but she didn’t. She just stared through me as if I wasn’t there.


  At first I thought she was mad at me. I knew she felt a connection, a spark or whatever it was girls called it, when we met and I figured she was pissed that I blew her off. There were two things wrong with my theory.


  The first: Araya didn’t seem like that kind of girl, and as quickly as I thought it, I squashed the idea. I didn’t need to know her long enough to know that she was too innocent to be vindictive and act like a spoiled brat.


  The second was simple. I knew exactly why she was looking at me like that.


  Everything added up now, from what Careless had said to the way Araya moved to those damn sunglasses. She was looking through me because she couldn’t see me.


  She was blind.


  I felt like an ass for not noticing it before, but she was good at disguising it. That’s why she wore the sunglasses all the time. From behind the lenses she could hide her blindness and no one would ever be the wiser. Including me.


  I stood there watching her for a while through the window. For some reason it didn’t surprise me how graceful she was. She was light on her feet, almost flittering through the room. I groaned, shaking my head at the word flittering. Guys didn’t say worlds like that.


  I’d walked away, deciding I was done avoiding Araya. I was even more intrigued and the urge to know everything about her was boiling under the surface of my curiosity. I could control myself. I could be friends with Araya and not ruin what she had going on with Careless. Careless liked her and she liked her more than she let on when she wasn’t around. I wouldn’t take that away from her. I could be just friends with Araya. I could.


  Except here we were now. Hearing her breathless confession knocked the wind from me, and suddenly I doubted my own conviction of restraint. She had this way of looking at me that made my heart beat just a little bit faster. I knew she couldn’t see me, but I felt like that only made it easier for her to see directly inside me, and that scared the hell out of me.


  I didn’t like feeling backed into a corner, and it didn’t matter that she wasn’t doing it on purpose. She was doing it.


  For reasons beyond my comprehension, I wanted to shock her. I wanted to unnerve her, unravel that sense of grace she consumed. She seemed so poised and unaffected by me, and I wanted to prove that she was, or in the very least had been before I started avoiding her. I needed to prove that to her and to myself.


  The sunglasses had to go.


  Without giving it another thought, I pulled the frames from her face and folded them into my palm. She stared forward, looking shocked, and then her eyes lifted toward me and I couldn’t stop staring at her. It had nothing to do with the noticeable scars around her eyes or even their odd color. Because despite all that, she was beautiful.


  I wanted to take step back. Away from the pale green eyes touching parts of me I didn’t even know existed anymore. Away from the soft pink lips that glistened under the sun’s light as she ran her tongue over them nervously. It disappeared behind her lips and I wanted nothing more than to crush her to me and follow it. Sex was an intimacy I could do. What she was doing was beyond my comfort level.


  But she was like a magnet and she pulled me to her. I moved in on her, invading every fragment of space between us until we became one seamless line, and I clipped her chin, lifting it toward me. Her breath caught and the soft fullness of her breasts pushed against my chest as her breathing accelerated.


  Her reaction was what I wanted, what I needed to feel. My hand wrapped around her neck and my thumb stroked the soft buzz of her pulse at her neck, and her skin hummed.


  “You remind me of a hummingbird,” I told her, pushing her hair away from her eyes. “So dainty and tiny. Do you hear that?” I asked. I nuzzled the arch of her neck and her head fell to the side, her lips parting on a sigh.


  I didn’t expect that reaction from her. It was so free and uncomplicated. She just let herself feel and again she almost managed to knock me off my feet. She was full of surprises; she fascinated me and made me want to run all at once.


  “Hear what?” she whispered.


  “Your heart, your body, just like a hummingbird.”


  I brushed my lips across her neck again and watched as the world around us spun. Her fingers twisted in my shirt and she pulled my body closer.


  “I didn’t expect you, Araya,” I rasped against her ear and my fingers tangled in her hair, bringing her lips close to mine.


  Her breath was warm and sweet against my lips and I wanted to taste her so bad it hurt.


  “Well, it looks like I was worried for nothing. Ryland found you,” Careless said, not at all surprised.


  I heard it in Careless’s voice—disappointment—and so did Araya, and she stiffened into the wall. Her head fell forward, shielding the rush of color in her cheeks, and it pissed me off. I moved away from Araya, hoping to spare her any more embarrassment.


  “Careless worried? You mean about anyone but herself? Impossible.”


  I glared at her and she returned it, but my words affected her more than the twist of anger on her face.


  “Careless, I’m sorry—”


  “Do not apologize to her, Araya. You have nothing to be sorry about.”


  Careless’s eyes flickered to Araya, who looked like a doe caught in headlights, and her expression instantly softened. Regret flashed a stormy blue in her eyes.


  “He’s right, Araya. I’m sorry. Ryland can bring you back when you’re ready.”


  “I’m ready.” Araya rushed and stepped past me without looking in my direction. “Bye, Ryland,” she whispered, and they were gone.


  I made a mental note to throttle Careless later. I didn’t know her to be so judgmental toward anyone. I knew she thought Araya and I were a bad idea, but she was going too far to get her point across. It was unlike her, but I knew she was getting close to Araya and maybe she thought I was going to screw it up. I would make sure to tell her to chill the hell out. I had no intention of ruining her friendship.


  Later that night, I lay in bed, throwing a small ball at one end of my wall and catching it before repeating. Thoughts of the afternoon run-in with Araya clouded my head, with no intention of going away anytime soon. I had yet to see or speak with Careless, but I wasn’t in any rush to have that out with her yet.


  I planned to do it when I was ready, but she had other plans as she kicked in my door and it slammed against my wall. I missed catching the ball and it bounced somewhere beside my bed. I was momentarily shocked and I just stared at her.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Ryland?” she snapped without missing a beat.


  “Me? You just kicked my door in, you crazy-ass brat! Where did you even learn how to do that? “


  “I know people.” She glared at me, her hands on her hips.


  “You know people? And are these people the kind of people you can bring to a friendly BBQ or the kind where people get forced into the witness protection program because of them? You’re a little scary, Careless.”


  “Good! I’m going to use that to my advantage since threatening you obviously didn’t work. I told you to stay away from Araya!”


  “I get told a lot of things that I don’t listen to. Don’t think you’re special. Besides, you said I could talk to her.”


  “You were doing a little more than talking, Ryland. Why are you trying to ruin this?”


  “Ruin what exactly?”


  “I’m making a friend, Ryland. Can’t you just let me have that without trying to screw it? Literally.”


  “I’m not trying to screw Araya.”


  “Really? So you weren’t trying to set the mood this afternoon by taking her against the side of the house?”


  “Watch it, Careless,” I warned, but she was right.


  I hadn’t exactly controlled myself this afternoon with Araya and if I expected this whole friends-only thing to work, I probably shouldn’t let that happen again.


  “What the hell was up with you this afternoon? Since when are you so critical, Careless?”


  She rolled her eyes and shifted her weight, crossing her arms.


  “I wasn’t being critical. I just don’t want Araya to be caught in your web of sexual indiscretions, Ryland. You spin this shimmery picture of perfection, totally distracting them from the fact that every time they try to move, they only get themselves caught more and more in your trap until they’re being wrapped in deception and drained from the inside out.”


  I sat forward on my bed. “You’re too dramatic for your own good, Careless.” She glared. “I’m hardly a wolf in sheep’s clothing. I’m always up front. What they see is what they get. I don’t claim to do forever.”


  “I’m being serious, Ryland. She’s a nice girl. Keep your hands to yourself.”


  She turned to leave the room.


  “I know she’s blind.”


  She turned her head to the side and stared at the floor. “She told you?”


  “No. I figured out on my own.”


  “Does she know?”


  “Not yet.” I made it clear that I planned on seeing her again. “She’s different, Careless.”


  “She’s blind, Ryland.”


  “That doesn’t change anything for me. She’s different,” I repeated,


  “Make sure she knows, Ryland.”


  I frowned. “Knows what?”


  “That you don’t do forever. She is going to fall for you if you don’t let her know.”


  “I’m not a child. I can handle this.”


  “Fine, but please, Ryland, don’t sleep with her.” She walked out before I could respond.


  I knew Careless was right and I hated when she was right. I was upfront to everyone when it came to love and forever, but a part of me was worried if I told her where I stood and about my lack of belief in the two, it would scare her off.


  She was far from the girls who were okay with my terms of commitment, and girls like Araya were dangerous. She already had me changing my rules around, disregarding a system that had worked for years now.


  That night I didn’t try to smother my dreams of Araya with my pillow. Maybe if I gave in to my subconscious, I would be less likely to surrender to Araya in person. It was a night of complete torture on an unfamiliar level, but I figured any kind of release was better than none at all.
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  When I saw Araya the next day, I could tell she was still embarrassed about everything that had happened, and I steered clear of her and Careless during the rest of the week. I wanted to give both of them their space, but when their last visit for the week arrived, I was anxious to see Araya again.


  Careless rarely left her side, and in the last week it seemed like she declared them conjoined twins and most of my time was spent doing recon.


  I hid in the study, watching them in the garden from the window. Rays of light showered only the center of the room, leaving darkness to linger in the corners. I leaned against the high-back leather chair.


  Most of the room was decorated in dark-brown earth tones, expensive leather, and ceiling-to-floor bookshelves. I was pretty sure I was the only one who ever stepped foot into this room after it was decorated. It was meant for J.D., but he spent all his time in his office, leaving this room just more money wasted.


  I watched the clock from my dark corner, counting down the seconds until Araya left, and I knew my opportunity was slipping away fast. Desperate times called for desperate measures, and I knew I was going to have to lure Careless away from Araya’s side. Halfway through planning how to take Careless out, I was chewing on my fingernail and pacing the study when I heard her.


  “What are you doing?” Careless questioned from the other end of the room.


  She frowned and her steps slowed when she saw me lurking. Yep, I was a lurker.


  “I could ask you the same question,” I said, eyeballing her.


  I attempted to throw her off, but her eyes thinned as she looked toward the window, and I knew she wasn’t fooled in the slightest.


  “You’re pathetic,” she said, rolling her eyes and heading for the door. “I’m going to the bathroom and then I’m going to get something to drink and check my phone. You have fifteen minutes.”


  “You’re a smart girl, Careless,” I told her, saluting her defeat.


  I jogged to the double doors but stopped, my hand hovering above the handle as I watched Araya through the window. Her fingers trailed back and forth through the dirt at the edge of the blanket Careless had laid out.


  Her hair shifted and her face twisted until the rays of the sun melted over her features. Her wild curls framed her face and it was like someone had struck a match and her hair entwined in fiery flames.


  I made my way outside and slipped inside the gates of the small, hidden garden. It wasn’t small or hidden by any means, but compared to the tennis courts, swimming pools (three exactly), pool house, guest house and everything else that was completely rendered useless, it was small and hidden.


  I didn’t want to sneak up on her, but she was so absorbed in what she was doing, I knew I would scare her no matter what. I stood there watching her and I found myself mimicking the movements of her head and facial expressions and laughed at myself because I probably looked like an idiot.


  One minute she was digging in the dirt and then she stiffened. Panic had taken over her expression as she tried to twist and turn to reach around her. Whimpers of fear slipped from her lips, and I rushed to her side, falling onto my knees next to her.


  “What’s wrong?”


  I caught her trembling hands in mine and pulled them away.


  “There’s something on me… I can’t reach it.”


  She strained against my hold, arching her back and shaking. “Please, please.”


  “Shh, it’s okay. Hold on.”


  I leaned over her, sweeping her hair aside until I could see the bare skin of her back, but I didn’t see anything there.


  “I don’t see anything.”


  “It’s down my dress. Please, Ryland.”


  “Okay, I’ll get it.”


  Her fingers gripped her thighs and she bit her lip, nodding in agreement. I could feel her breath on my neck as I tried to wiggle my hand down her dress, but the material was already stretched tight.


  “Don’t move. I have to…”


  I tugged on the zipper of her dress until the material caved and split, revealing her back. I still didn’t see anything and peeled the flap of her dress down, and it fell out.


  The little green caterpillar crawled along the blanket, but I caught it before it could find shelter in the dirt.


  “What is it?” Her voice was shaky.


  Her face was still flushed and her chest rose and fell with each shaky breath she took. With my free hand, I lifted her face. Again, her eyes were hidden behind those darkly tinted glasses, and it was frustrating, but I knew why she wore them now. If it made her feel comfortable, I wouldn’t say anything about it for now.


  I adjusted my weight, sitting back on my heels. “Give me your hand.”


  She’d been staring down, but the second the words left my mouth, her head snapped up and she looked at me nervously. When she did things like that, it made it hard to forget she couldn’t actually see me, even if it felt like she could.


  “What? Why?”


  I chuckled. “Don’t worry, hummingbird. You can trust me, I promise.”


  A pink hue tinted her cheeks. “Hummingbird?” she repeated.


  “It suits you, don’t you think? A tiny, dancing hummingbird.”


  “Dancing?”


  I smiled. “You’re repeating me, hummingbird, but yes, dancing. That’s how they look to me when they fly. Let me see your hand.”


  She slowly lifted her hand toward me, and I turned it over. Her fingers curled into her palm and I ran my fingers over them until her fingers opened.


  “Don’t freak out, okay?”


  “You shouldn’t tell someone not to freak out if you don’t want them to freak out.”


  I laughed. “I’ll remember that. Just hold still.”


  I curved my hand around hers, directing the bug into hers. She gasped when it moved across her palm.


  “It’s a caterpillar. Don’t worry, it’s harmless. I think it’s as scared of you as you were of it.” I reassured her.


  I cupped both her hands together and moved them to the dirt, and she opened her hands, letting the bug go. She stared at the ground, as if watching it go, and then looked up at me.


  “Thank you,” she said and a single tear appeared from beneath her sunglasses and slid down her cheek.


  I didn’t even realize she’d gotten so upset.


  “Are you okay?” I swiped my thumb across the smooth surface of her cheek.


  She laughed nervously, touching her hair and running her hands over her dress, trying to fix what she could. It was then we both realized her dress was still undone in the back and hanging off her shoulders. She tried to slip the sleeves in place, but they wouldn’t stay. I should have fixed her dress then, I know I should have, but her bare skin was too tempting.


  “I’m fine. It just caught me off guard,” she said around a slight sniffle. “I feel silly. I don’t know why I’m crying.” She swiped at her face again, her fingers slipping beneath the lenses, and her dress slipped again. “I probably look a mess.” She lifted her face toward me. “Fudge!” she said, frustrated.


  I laughed, “Fudge?”


  “It’s something my mom… made up,” she said sadly. “She worked around kids in a dance studio she owned and she tried to hold back on her favorite F-word. So she came up with alternative: fudge. It grew on me.”


  “Clever.”


  She just nodded. “Is my face red?”


  I was frustrated with those damn glasses. I wanted to see her eyes.


  “No, you’re beautiful,” I finally got out when I saw her shift nervously.


  She frowned. “Beautiful? No.” Shaking her head, she denied it. “No one’s called me beautiful in a long time.”


  There was no hidden meaning behind her words, no ploy to get more compliments from me. To her it was the simple truth. She said it with such certainty, as if the fact that no one had ever told her meant it couldn’t possibly be true.


  “I find it impossible to believe that’s true.”


  She shrugged. It didn’t matter if I believed it or not, because she thought it was true.


  “You’re the first person I can remember since… forever,” she said honestly.


  “Araya?”


  “Yes?”


  “You’re beautiful.”


  I watched the blush blossom on her cheeks and she ducked her head, biting her lip nervously. It was a shame she’d gone this long without being told a simple fact, but there was a part of me that liked being the first one in a long time to leave her this memory.


  “Thank you,” she said softly, laughing nervously. “I was told…” She bit her lip and tried again. “I was told it was somewhat of a mess. My face?”


  I gaped at her, feeling a spark of anger. “Whoever told you that is obviously an idiot! You’re gorgeous!”


  Her wide smile was sweet, intoxicating, and I found myself grinning back at her like an idiot. Shyly, she touched the tops of her cheekbones before running her fingers through her thick curls.


  “Thank you.” She sounded breathless and I knew I sure as hell felt breathless.


  “I was hoping you’d be here again today.”


  “Why did you think I wouldn’t be?”


  “I thought I might have scared you off yesterday. I needed to see you again.”


  “Why?” She chewed on the inside of her lip and I found it completely captivating.


  “Honestly, because you left one hell of an impression on me, Araya. I wanted to see you again.”


  She smiled, seeming pleased by that. “I did?”


  I laughed, realizing she repeated me when she was nervous. “Yes. I’ve thought about you a lot since I met you.”


  Her face was stained a soft pink, and she worked her lip more. “You’ve thought about me?” she barely managed to get out, and her innocence was compelling.


  “Yes, why do you sound so surprised?”


  “I didn’t expect you to give me a second thought. Most people don’t.” She shrugged.


  “I gave you more than a second thought.”


  “I’ve thought about you too,” she said, shocking me, but her honestly was sexy as hell. “I don’t want Careless to be upset with me, though.”


  “Don’t worry about Careless. She thinks she knows everything, but she’s harmless too.”


  “I really like her. I don’t want to ruin anything.”


  “Don’t worry, hummingbird. I won’t let that happen.”


  I knew Careless would be out here any minute, but I wasn’t ready to say good-bye to Araya yet. I wanted to talk to her. It didn’t matter about what, but I wanted to know everything about her. I wanted to know how she became blind, but I didn’t want to just come right out and ask.


  “You know, I don’t know anything about you.”


  “There’s not much to know really.”


  “Well, then your life story should be pretty easy to tell.” I teased. “We’ll start off simple. How old are you?”


  “Nineteen. How old are you?” She spoke easily.


  “I’ll be twenty-one in a couple months.”


  “Happy early birthday.”


  “Why early?”


  “I don’t think I’ll be here for your birthday. I don’t know how long Careless will be stuck with me, and at least this way I’m the first to tell you.”


  “I think everyone who has ever met Careless would argue that you’re the one stuck with her… and thank you.”


  What I didn’t say was she would definitely be seeing me by then.


  “You don’t fool me, you know. I know you like to act like the mean older brother, but I see through your sham. You care a lot about Careless. I can tell.”


  “You think so, huh?”


  She tilted her head, something I noticed she did a lot. “Yeah, I do.”


  I leaned in toward her and whispered, “Let’s keep that our little secret, okay?”


  “Your secret is safe with me.”


  “Thank you.”


  She smiled. “So are you excited about your birthday?”


  “I don’t know. I guess. It’s just another day, really. My parents, however, will try and make it a big thing.”


  “That sounds like fun.” She scrunched her nose, trying to push the sunglasses back in place.


  “Eh, I’m not one for the kind of parties my parents throw. It’s always big and bigger with them. Besides, they’re not really celebrating my birthday.”


  “What are they celebrating, then?”


  “The fact that I’ll be twenty-one and I can officially become a partner in the family business.” My words came out bitter.


  “What is the family business?”


  “We make very expensive and very popular crystal.”


  “Sounds fancy,” she said, but I could tell she wasn’t impressed. “And you don’t want to become a partner?”


  “Honestly? I don’t know what I want.” But when I thought about it, I knew that wasn’t entirely true. “Actually, that’s a lie. I do know that I don’t want to become like my father.”


  “And if you become a partner, you think you will?”


  “It’s a damn good possibility. My father is a bastard of epic proportions and every reason behind that is because of that world.”


  “You could choose not to let it control you. Everyone has a choice, Ryland.”


  “Believing that means believing my father chose to be the way he is now and that’s a hard truth to swallow.”


  “Then choose to believe different. Choose to believe that despite his best effort, life, as cruel as it is, snuck up on him and he didn’t know how to deal with it.”


  I stared at her completely amazed by everything about her. I realized we’d gotten off topic and I still hadn’t learned what I wanted about her. She was scrunching her nose again, pushing the sunglasses into place with the back of her hand.


  I wanted to see her again. To really see her. Careless interrupted us before I had a chance the other day.


  I moved my fingers across the top of her cheekbones so I didn’t completely freak her out this time, pulling the sunglasses from her face. She froze instantly.


  Tentatively, I moved to touch the faded scars around her eyes, hoping not to scare her. She flinched slightly, but didn’t pull away.


  “How did it happen?” I asked softly.
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    I hadn’t seen it coming, and just like the other day, he rendered me stunned. I would have thought I would be shock resistant by now, but I was distractingly flustered by everything Ryland did or said.


    He pulled the sunglasses from my face, and my first reaction was to panic, it was always my first reaction, but I couldn’t move. Now as I felt his fingers move against my flushed skin, there was no panic, no need to hide from his touch. In fact, it was the exact opposite. I wanted more.


    Once his question registered, my wants and my needs quickly took a back seat. I focused on my answer. I’d become so good at hiding it from people that they never gave me a second notice.


    “A car accident,” I finally whispered.


    “How long ago?”


    “Four years. I’d just turned fifteen. My mom was driving.”


    I fidgeted with the fabric of my skirt, and I could practically hear him swallow.


    “Did she…?”


    “Die? Yes. I lost the only person who loved me and went blind all in a matter of minutes.”


    I’d lost everything in the car accident.


    My words were sad, but there was no bitterness. It was a memory I couldn’t quite remember, but would never forget. I‘d memorized every last detail I’d been told. I relived the accident every night until the memory possessed me and I couldn’t breathe.


    “You hide it well.”


    “I’ve had four years of practice.”


    It was a skill that had taken me three years to perfect, but I learned how to mask the awkward movement of my hands, the gawky way I looked at people, and of course, shielding myself behind the sunglasses helped. Yet he’d seen through it all. He didn’t seem to show any pity for me. I didn’t want him to start now.


    There was nothing but a black canvas of emptiness in front of me every day and every night, and the only thing I could see was the wreck. I wasn’t angry at what happened to me. It could have been worse; I could be dead. But I wasn’t and my mom was. So I accepted my condition without the tiniest bit of complaint.


    The day the accident happened I stopped living, making a point only to survive life.


    I looked up. There was nothing there but a vast shadow of endless blackness in front of me. I’d never found it frustrating to know my eyes were open but I was still surrounded by darkness… until now. I wanted to see Ryland. I wanted to discover the curves of his face with more than just my fingertips. I wanted to know the color of his eyes and experience the warmth of each expression when he talked.


    In every part of my body, I ached to know what he looked like when he smiled at me, to know what kindness looked like. He was one of few people to show it to me, but it never affected me like this with anyone else.


    “I couldn’t even attempt to imagine what you’ve been through. You’re a strong girl, Araya.”


    His fingers slid over the back of my hand soothingly. The caress was as innocent as they come, but it sent a slow dose of heat through my body.


    “Strong might be a stretch.” I thought about it for a minute. “I’m tolerant.”


    “You’re a lot more tolerant than I could be, and that makes you strong in my book.”


    “Being angry and sad all the time isn’t going to change what happened. Nothing will.”


    “I like the way you see things—”


    His words halted so quick I couldn’t help but smile.


    “I’m sorry Araya—”


    I reached out, finding his forearm easily. “It’s okay.”


    The muscles of his arms were firm under my fingers, and I wanted to probe the flesh until I no longer felt the intense tingle of curiosity.


    He laughed nervously. “I normally put my foot in my mouth like that, but I didn’t mean anything by it.”


    “I know. It’s okay.”


    He found my fingers again and they moved between mine, and an odd smolder sparked to life low in my stomach.


    “Good. I don’t want to upset you.”


    “You didn’t.” I didn’t know why I was whispering.


    He shifted, getting closer. His touch was feather light as he turned my palm over, drawing circles on my skin,


    “You live with your aunt?”


    I tensed at his question but didn’t pull away from his touch, which was slowly becoming addicting.


    I nodded. “After my… after the accident, I moved in with her and her husband, Carl.”


    “What about your father?”


    I shrugged. “I don’t know much about my father, actually. He got into drugs when I was little and my mother gave him a choice. He made the wrong one. So my mother packed us up and we moved to Connecticut. I haven’t seen him since.”


    “So you don’t know if he knows about the accident? What happened to your mom? To you?”


    “No. I don’t even know if anyone would even know how to get ahold of him to let him know, and honestly, I’m not worried about him.”


    “Sounds like you were better off,” he said simply.


    “Yes, I think so.”


    “Do you get along with Nina and Carl?”


    “Nina isn’t the easiest person to get along with”


    “Yeah, I kind of got a weird feeling about her. What’s her story?”


    “I don’t know. She’s always been cold and distant, for as long as I can remember, but lately she’s been acting strange. She wasn’t close with my mom. When I awoke in the hospital, that was the first time I’d seen her in years.”


    “Do you have any other family close by besides Nina and Carl?”


    “My grandfather. From time to time he’ll come visit me, but he doesn’t get along with my aunt, so I don’t see him a lot.” I sighed.


    “You sound upset by that. Is it that bad living with your aunt?”


    I shrugged, even though I knew the answer to his question.


    “I would rather live with my grandfather. It’s kind of crowded.”


    That was the less awkward way of saying I lived in a tiny studio apartment with one window, three beds with no walls, and zero privacy. I had no choice where we lived, and it was one more thing I added to my list of things I didn’t complain about. I had a place to sleep and food to eat; it was more than some people had. It’s not like I could live on my own.


    “Why don’t you?”


    I blinked until I was present to the conversation again. Had I said that last part out loud? “What?”


    “Live with your grandfather? Why don’t you?”


    “He says he can barely take care of himself. He can’t take care of me too.”


    And it didn’t matter how many times I told him he wouldn’t have to take care of me. I had been taking care of myself, Nina, and Carl for as long as I’d been with them. He was convinced that I would need him more than I actually would.


    “Take care of you? Seems to me like you’re more than capable of taking care of yourself.”


    “Well, I wish it was as easy to convince him.” I smiled.


    “I’d be more than happy to give you a reference.”


    “If it comes to that, you’ll be the first to know.” I sighed contently. “This is nice.”


    “What is?”


    He was still torturing my fingers, but it was a good kind of punishment.


    “Conversation.”


    “You don’t have conversations with Nina and Carl?”


    “They both work full time. I’m alone most of the time.”


    I kept it simple and sweet.


    “Don’t you have friends to talk to? Girls or guys?”


    “I had a friend in the building where we live, but she moved away. Careless is the closest person I have to a friend right now, but she’s not exactly the warm and cuddly type.” I smiled.


    “No, she’s not. Growing up in this house will do that to you. She really likes you, though. Having you around is making a difference and I’m glad she has you now.”


    “I don’t think I’m really making that big of a difference.”


    “I do,” he said softly. “What about the other?” he asked in a way that made me feel like I was missing something, but I felt like that most of the time so maybe I was thinking too much into it.


    I thought about his entire question. “A guy friend?”


    “Or boyfriend,” he said nonchalantly.


    I could feel the heat in my cheeks when I realized what he asked. I wasn’t sure if I was more embarrassed by the question or the answer.


    “No guy friends or… boyfriends.” That was truthful enough.


    “I was hoping you’d say that. You know, we could be friends.”


    My heart came to a sudden stop, and a swarm of butterflies took refuge in my stomach at his proposal. I licked my lips, which had suddenly gone very dry.


    “No pressure,” he said teasingly. “I mean, I don’t know how to shop. I leave that to Careless. I’m not very good at gossip, and I couldn’t for the life of me tell you which celebrity is dating which, but I make the world’s best instant vanilla pudding ever. Now if that’s not enough to convince you, I’m not beneath begging.” He took my hand in his, and his breath teased my lips. Softly, he whispered, “We could be friends, Araya, if you wanted?”


    “Yes,” I said too quickly and blushed hotly. Slower, I repeated, “Yes, I’d like that.”


    “It was the instant pudding, wasn’t it?” I could feel the strength of his grin. “I feel like we need some sort of cool handshake or something to seal the deal.”


    I laughed. “Are there any dandelions around?”


    “Umm…” He paused as he looked around.


    I felt the blanket pull tight and stretch with him as he leaned over.


    “Here,” he said, grabbing my hand and putting the stem between my fingers. “What’s that for?”


    I moved closer to him. “It’s something my mom and I use to do. It’s a promise. On the count of three, we’re going to blow until all the little florets are gone. It seals our promise.”


    “Floret?”


    I laughed. “It’s the little flower thingies.”


    “Okay, you count.”


    “One, two, three.”


    We both blew and the stem trembled in between my fingers. I felt the soft florets tickle my face as he blew them toward me.


    “Are they all gone?”


    “Yeah,” he responded softly.


    “It’s official.”


    “Araya?”


    “Yeah?” I looked up at him.


    “My mind won’t stop kissing you all over.”


    My breath caught as his words melted over me. I swallowed hard, trying to get control of what I felt.


    He groaned, and I felt him shift. “I don’t want to, but I have to go. My warden is back.”


    All I could do was nod.


    “I wish I could stay.”


    “I wish you could too.”


    He seemed pleased by that. “You’ll be here tomorrow?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’ll see you tomorrow, then. Bye, Araya.”


    I realized seeing his smile would never be as fulfilling as it was to actually feel it. I felt it in his words, in the way he touched me. The sweet caress was never far from his words, and I would listen to him talk forever if it meant getting to absorb his smile.
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  Securing the knot at the back of my head with a quick tug, I was surrounded in darkness.


  Reaching out, I tried to remember where all the living room furniture was placed, but I was coming up short. I took a small awkward step forward, and I knew looked ridiculous. Knees bent, back arched, and my arms swinging in front of me confirmed it.


  Realizing I was being pathetic, I stood up as confidently as I could and took three big steps forward. Before I allowed myself to feel like a badass, my knee connected with something solid.


  “Shit!” I hissed between clenched teeth.


  I rubbed the bone hard, hoping to get rid of the painful sting.


  “What the hell are you doing, Ryland?”


  Lifting a piece of my blindfold, I spotted Sebastian leaning against the wall. One eyebrow was raised and he was staring at me like I was crazy.


  “Nothing.”


  Pushing the rest of the blindfold up my forehead, I limped toward the couch, sinking into the cushions. Pushing himself away from the wall, Sebastian walked over, falling into the chair across from me, eyeing me.


  My eyes fell guiltily toward the table between us and then quickly to him, and he followed suit. Frowning, he leaned forward and spun the book lying on top in his direction. Tilting his head, he read the title out loud when it stopped in front of him.


  “Things Not Seen: Dealing with Blindness.” He looked at me, waiting for an explanation.


  “What?” I said defensively.


  “What’s going on with you? What is this?”


  “What’s going on with who?” a tiny voice piped in from behind me.


  “Oh geez.” I groaned, running a hand down my face, dropping my head back against the cushions of the couch.


  This was going to get worse before it got better. I braced myself for an exhausting conversation.


  I stared up at the ceiling, folding my arms behind my head. The following was going to be torturous I might as well get comfortable.


  “Your brother is being weird.”


  “Weirder than usual?” my tiny but very loud sister asked, sitting on the arm of the chair with Sebastian.


  “Everyone’s got jokes.”


  “Seriously, what’s going on? You’re walking around with a blindfold, risking your life by running into Coraline’s expensive furniture. You’re reading books about the blind?” He lifted the book and dropped it with a thud.


  “Blindfolding yourself?” Careless questioned. “Books about the blind?”


  Without moving my head, I watched her. She leaned forward on the arm and grabbed the book from the coffee table. She flipped it over, studying the back before she looked at me and took a bite of her apple. She pursed her lips to the side, and her green eyes became slits.


  “You’re going all out, aren’t you?”


  “What’s going on? What’s he going all out on and who’s blind?”


  “Ryland’s got it bad for a blind girl.”


  I sighed and saw Sebastian swing in my nosy sister’s direction, looking confused.


  “What? How do you know it’s a girl?”


  She snorted. “How did you not know it was a girl?”


  The indent between his eyes deepened. “I thought you liked that chick, Araya?”


  “Catch up faster, Sebastian,” Careless snapped.


  “Wait, Araya’s blind?”


  “Finally.” Careless rolled her eyes.


  For now, I would sit silently until their conversation actually required my response.


  Sebastian rubbed his eyes and sighed, sitting back in his chair. “I must still be hung over.”


  “Ugh, well, that explains the smell,” Careless said, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “You know, soap and water usually takes care of that. However, with you, I’d rinse, lather, and repeat that process more than once.”


  “If you don’t like the smell, get away from me,” he growled at her, rubbing his head against her.


  “You’re a pig, Sebastian” She huffed, pushing away his head.


  Slipping from under him, she moved away, laughing when his head connected with a loud thud. Groaning loudly, he grabbed at his temples with both palms.


  “It’s all fun and games until someone hemorrhages, Careless!” he spat at her.


  “Get over it.” Careless turned her attention to me, pinning me with an accusation. “You’re not going to leave her alone, are you?”


  I rolled my eyes, finally lifting my head. “No, I’m not. I thought you already figured that out.”


  “Just be careful, Ryland.”


  “You’re starting to sound like a broken record, and I’ve got to be honest; it’s annoying as hell.” I hissed.


  I wasn’t in the mood to be preached at by her right now, especially when it was undeserved.


  “Fine, I’m done. Do whatever the hell you want. Babysitting you two is a pain in my ass anyway.”


  “You mean you’re officially resigning as warden of the Daring brothers?”


  Cara pinched Sebastian under his arm and he yelped, glaring at her as he rubbed away the sting.


  “That really fucking hurts, Careless. Quit doing that shit,” Sebastian growled.


  “Quit giving me reasons to do it.”


  “Why are you so against Ryland and the blind girl?”


  “She has a name, you asshat,” Careless snapped before I could.


  “Okay, why are you so against Ryland and Araya? Since when do you care?”


  “You guys make it sound like I’m a damn robot.”


  “Well, you’re not exactly the warm and fuzzy type.”


  It was true. She packed a hell of a punch with her sassiness, and you would never think it to look at her, but our semi-abandonment made her hard to handle. She didn’t let anyone, especially guys, close to her. Which made our job as protective older brothers easier. She even kept Sebastian and me at arm’s length.


  The Dare siblings were definitely screwed.


  “Ryland just needs to stick to his own screwed-up kind.”


  They’d resorted to talking about me as if I weren’t there.


  “Get off your high horse, Careless. You’re no saint. You’re just smart enough not to get caught,” Sebastian blurted without thinking, and I rolled my eyes.


  Careless snickered and sauntered toward the door. “I love it when you take the hassle out of insulting you. Well, boys, my work here is done.” She winked and disappeared.


  “You’re the reason she’s the way she is. So high and mighty.” I griped. “Lay off the booze.”


  “Whatever.” He blew it off. “Are you going to tell me about the girl?”


  Pushing off the couch, I walked toward the opposite door.


  “Nope,” I answered, leaving him alone. I wasn’t ready to let them know about Araya.
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    “Good morning.”


    I turned toward his voice and felt the heat of the bright rays heat my face. His voice was like sunlight. I couldn’t see it, but I felt it’s warmth through every inch of my body. It was the only light in my darkness.


    “Good morning,” I said, smoothing out my dress.


    “How are you?” he said over my head.


    “You sound tall… are you tall?” I blurted without thinking.


    He laughed, and I heard the rustle of clothes. “I’m six-two, so I guess.”


    I could smell the sweet scent of his breath as he leaned in closer toward my face.


    “I see you haven’t been attacked today.”


    I laughed, picking at the edge of my dress. “No. I made sure not to sit so close to the tree this time.”


    On instinct, my back straightened and I wasn’t aware of the way my chest pushed out or the way his eyes were drawn to my cleavage.


    “Smart girl,” he said with a smile, but his voice shifted and I frowned, trying to figure out why.


    “She’s not here,” I supplied when I figured it out.


    “What? Who’s not here?”


    “Careless. That’s who you’re looking for, right?” I challenged.


    “Guilty.” He laughed. “Wait, what do you mean she’s not here? As in she left, left?”


    “Yeah.” I shrugged. “It’s no big deal. We were done anyway.”


    “She just left you here? Alone?”


    “Well, she was going to take me in… but I told her I would stay out here...” I dropped my head, my fingers still tugging at the thread of my hem. “I think she figured you’d be out here soon enough anyway. I did at least.”


    “Am I that predictable?” he teased.


    “No, I’m just that hopeful.”


    And that was as close and I was going to come to admitting that I’d told Careless I would wait outside hoping Ryland would come back again. The more my time with Careless had gone by, the more anxious I became that I wasn’t going to see him again.


    I lacked a normal girl’s reflex to play hard to get. I didn’t know how to act coy and shy, and that resulted in saying exactly what I thought. I just felt. My life was complicated enough without having to add in the work of manipulating the people around me.


    Besides, Ryland was the first boy to show any kind of interest in me. I didn’t want to ruin that by playing games. I didn’t expect forever with Ryland, but he made me feel like I didn’t have to completely rule out the idea.


    “Are you hungry?” he asked suddenly, switching the subject.


    “What?”


    “Come on.”


    His hands wrapped around mine and my skin sizzled at the contact. He pulled me up so fast my stomach flipped and I laughed breathlessly.


    He pulled me down the little pathway and toward the house.


    “Wait.” I tugged on my hand, but he didn’t let it go. “What about the stuff?” I pointed to where Careless and I sat earlier.


    “Leave it. I’ll get it later.”


    He towed me toward the house again and then we stopped. I was at his side and I looked up toward him, wondering why we’d stopped.


    “What’s wrong?”


    He pulled me in front of him and leaned over, whispering in my ear. “Lead the way. Lift your foot and you’ll find the stairs.”


    I shook my head. “I can’t. I mean I don’t usually do things on my own.” It was my knee-jerk response.


    “Yeah, I noticed. Why?”


    “Because I can’t.” I didn’t like being put on the spot. “I don’t know how to do anything.”


    “Says who?” He taunted.


    “Everyone,” I whispered. “You saw what happened when I tried to go to the bathroom by myself.”


    “Well, good thing everyone isn’t here, and I say you can. Come on. I dare you.” He taunted me.


    Looking at him over my shoulder, I gave him a weak glare. “You know that’s not going to work every time.”


    “No worries, hummingbird. I only need it to work when I do it. Now lift your foot and find the stairs. There are fifteen and then it’s a straight shot to the doors.”


    “You know how many stairs there are?” I asked, distracting myself as I took the stairs, counting each one as I went.


    “I’ve lived in this house all my life. I know there are over a hundred windows throughout this entire house, over a hundred and fifty if you count the grounds property, and I know there are sixty-two fire detectors.” I turned my head to give him a sideways glance and felt his shrug. “We played a lot of hide and seek when we were kids.”


    “Sixty-two fire detectors and I didn’t hear a single one go off.”


    His chuckle shifted through my hair. “This isn’t our first fire, hummingbird. Sebastian disconnected it before.”


    “So footballs and fires? You don’t have the best track record for pick-ups do you?”


    “Looks like I have some making up to do.” He chuckled. “Besides, you’re the first girl we’ve ever set a fire for.” He purred in my ear and it caused me to slip on my next step.


    His fingers curled into my hips, pressing lightly and holding me steady. My hands covered his out of reflex and his fingers were firm and warm under mine.


    “Careful,” he said, squeezing my hips.


    I swallowed hard and nodded my head.


    “Well, it’s the most unique way a guy has ever tried to get me alone,” I told him, picking up where we’d left off.


    What I didn’t say was it was the only way a guy has tried to get me alone. I didn’t think it needed to be pointed out how inexperienced I really was.


    “That should earn me some points, right?”


    “Fourteen.” I counted out the last two steps and ignored his question. “Fifteen.”


    I took the last step slowly and smiled proudly. It was sad that I felt accomplished at going up stairs by myself, but it was the first time anyone had pushed me to do anything alone.


    “See, I knew you could do it. The house is probably…” His voice trailed as he tried to guesstimate. “…Nine or ten steps in front of you.”


    I counted my first step, walking slowly. I held my hands out only a few inches away from my body until the toe of my shoe hit the doorframe.


    “Ten steps exactly!” I said, turning to smile at him.


    “After you, milady,” he said in a deep velvety voice and pushed open the door.


    I stepped through and he followed in close behind me, putting his hand on my back. Every time he touched me, he sent sparks of light swirling through my dark world.


    “This room is going to be tricky.”


    He talked me through the maze of furniture and I only managed to catch two of the seven end tables’ corners.


    “The lady of the house should be on Hoarders,” Ryland mumbled as we cleared the room.


    “Hoarders?”


    “It’s a really disturbing TV show. Believe me, you’re not missing anything.”


    I just nodded and we found ourselves in the kitchen.


    “Take a seat,” Ryland said, leaving me in the entryway.


    He busied himself looking for things around the kitchen. I found the barstool and sat down as he slammed cupboards.


    “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?” I asked, feeling skeptical that he knew his way around the kitchen.


    “Uhh… kind of.”


    “You’re not going to start another fire, are you?”


    “I’m not even close to the stove. Or fire.”


    “Do you know how to cook?”


    “Why does it sound like you’re daring me to impress you?” he teased.


    “You don’t have to impress me.”


    “I know, but I’ve never wanted to impress a person more in my life, hummingbird.”


    He was directly across from me and my heart raced at his words. He had this way of making everything he said feel like a caress.


    “You know, I don’t know very much about you and you seem to know almost everything about me.”


    “Almost? What’s left to know? What’s your favorite color?”


    I smirked. “You’re asking the blind girl what her favorite color is?”


    “Ouch. Douche bag move?”


    “Kind of, yeah,” I teased.


    “Before I ask you another douche bag question, I should let you ask me some questions.”


    “What’s your favorite color?”


    He laughed. “That’s easy. Green.”


    He said it so softly, but it was his meaning behind it that made my stomach flip, and I cleared my throat.


    “You know you don’t have to wear those around me. I know why you wear them, but around me, you don’t have to”


    I knew he was referring to my sunglasses.


    “If only you could see what I see… then you’d understand why—” He stopped.


    “Why what?” I whispered.


    He sighed. “Why I wouldn’t change a thing about you and you shouldn’t want to either. You’re original and that’s my favorite thing about you.”


    It was hard not to want to give in to him when he said things like that. I pulled the sunglasses from my face, folding them and putting them on the counter.


    “I can help you,” I offered, hoping not to make it awkward. “I can make a really good sandwich.”


    “Why didn’t you say anything sooner? Get your butt over here.”


    “I can’t promise they’ll be very good.”


    I got up from my chair and followed the counter around until I bumped into Ryland.


    “I’m sorry,” I whispered and my cheeks were spilled with a pink hue.


    “I’m not,” he said, his voice dark and low.


    I cleared my throat. “Where’s your fridge?”


    “Tell me what you need and I’ll get it.”


    I listed off the things I would need. When he was done, he dropped the armful of supplies on the counter and I went through, feeling for everything and setting it up as I would need it.


    “You have a whole system working here for ya.”


    “Sandwiches are my specialty. It’s all they eat in the Davis house. Well, that and chili. Do you have any special skills?”


    “I guess that depends on your definition of special. I can burp the alphabet.”


    I made a face. “That’s not special. That’s just gross.”


    He laughed. “I can play the piano. It’s not really special, but it’s the only thing I’ve ever cared enough about to learn.”


    “Will you play for me sometime?”


    “Name the time and place, hummingbird. I’d be more than happy to give you a private concert,” he whispered in my ear.


    I shivered. “Anything else?”


    “You mean you’re not impressed by piano playing skills? Hmm, does any of my bodily music count?”


    I wrinkled my nose in revulsion.


    “You’re a hard girl to impress. What else would you like to know?”


    “I don’t know. Anything.”


    While I waited for him to answer, I busied myself with the food.


    “I was captain of the swim team. I got good grades, I guess. I was third in my class and I graduated with a full scholarship,” he announced proudly. “I was also captain of the debate team in high school.”


    “That makes a lot of sense actually.”


    He laughed. “What do you mean?”


    “Captain of the debate team? That explains why you have to have your way all the time.”


    “You don’t know the half of it.”


    I turned toward him. His shadow was so close. “Quick, tell me something embarrassing. Reassure me that you’re as flawed as the rest of us.”


    The dark space that filled his shape drifted closer to me. “Is that what you think? That I’m not flawed?”


    “I don’t know what to think.”


    The edges of his shadow shifted and his sigh was muffled like he was running his hands across his face.


    “Gah, I can’t believe I’m about to tell you this. I’ve never told anyone what I’m about to tell you.”


    I leaned in toward him. He had my curiosity piqued. “I won’t tell anyone. I promise,” I whispered.


    “Fine, but I’m holding you to that promise. It was the first year of junior high, which meant new students, new teachers, and more importantly, new school. First day was like a death trap as I got used to where everything was. It was the end of the day and I had to go to the bathroom since the middle of last period. And I mean like go, go. I couldn’t wait for the last bell, so the teacher lets me leave and I’m flying through the entire school looking for a bathroom. I finally spot one and go in to do my business. Well, the final bell rings and I could hear everyone in the halls outside, and I’m trying to hurry. Suddenly, the door opens and in walks—”


    “Oh my God!” I exclaim as I realize what he’s about to say.


    “Yes, exactly! In walks a group of girls. In my haste to get to the bathroom, I didn’t realize I’d run into the girl’s bathroom. It took them twenty tortuous minutes to finally leave, and the whole time I’m in there praying to God my body doesn’t do anything further embarrassing.”


    “Did you get out without anyone seeing you?”


    “Barely! To this day I double-check the signs. So that is my embarrassing story. Does that help?”


    I contained my laughter for as long as I could before it erupted. “Yes, yes, it does. Thank you.”


    We laughed some more and I resisted the urge to tease him. We lapsed into a comfortable silence after that, but it wasn’t long before he finally asked, “You’re aunt, she seems nice enough?”


    “You’re asking, so I’m assuming you’re not one hundred percent convinced.”


    “The other day you said it was crowded there, but I got the feeling it was something more than that.”


    I didn’t answer right away. My fingers moved smoothly as I pulled things from the line and stacked them on top of each other.


    “Knife, please.” I held out my hand and waited.


    He set one in my hand gently without saying a word, just waiting for me to respond.


    I sighed. “Nina acts like she’s always fighting a war with everyone and for some reason she thinks I’m leading it. I honestly couldn’t tell you why she doesn’t like me. I know you couldn’t tell that from the way she acts when she’s here, but I know she does.”


    “Maybe now she’s trying to make up for it?”


    I had thought maybe she was trying to like me. She seemed so different lately, nicer. It confused me and made me want to hope all at the same time. Occasionally, she would slip and her patience would run thin with me like it always did, but she tried harder to hold it back.


    “I’m trying not to get my hopes up, but she is my family and she did take me after the accident, so that’s got to mean something, right?”


    “I’d say it means a lot.”


    “I just don’t like feeling like a burden to her and Carl.”


    “You seem like you’re more than capable of taking care of yourself when you need to.”


    I smiled sadly. “Don’t let the fact that I can make sandwiches and climb a flight of stairs on my own, once, fool you. In the last four years, I’ve been pretty helpless.”


    “Meaning?”


    “Meaning I don’t know how to do things seeing people can do, and I don’t know how to do things blind people can do.”


    “Blind people do? Give me a for instance.”


    “Well, for instance…” I took a deep breath. I hated admitting this. “I can’t read braille.”


    “You can’t read braille?”


    I shook my head. “I didn’t have anyone to teach me.”


    “What about school?”


    “I didn’t finish.”


    “What? How is that possible? Isn’t it required by law?”


    “I’m sure it is, but after Nina moved me here with her, who was going to keep checking up on her or me?”


    “Moved you?”


    “I lived in Hartford before this. Nina moved me to South Carolina after the accident. Here you go.”


    When I finished making the sandwiches, I handed him his plate, but it took him a minute before he took it. He pulled it from my hands slowly and I started to clean up, but his hands covered mine.


    “Leave it. I’ll clean it up.”


    He took my plate and we moved around the counter and sat down. I could tell he had so many more questions. When people found out I was blind, they always did.


    “Do you miss Connecticut?”


    “I used to, after we moved here, but I hardly remember what it was like to live there. I miss my mom more.”


    “Do you remember the accident?” he finally asked.


    I took a deep breath. “It’s a memory I can’t quite remember and somehow can’t quite forget. It’s the last thing I relive every night before I go to bed, and it’s the first thing I remember every morning. It traps me and I find myself surviving my nightmare every day. The only thing I remember clearly is what I was doing an hour before the accident.”


    “What was that?”


    “Dancing.”
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  I swallowed hard. “You dance?”


  She definitely had the body of a dancer, I thought as I watched her sitting next to me.


  “No, I used to dance.”


  Okay, I would give her that for now.


  “Were you any good at it?”


  “I did okay. I wasn’t any Darcey Bussel, but I could have been if I hadn’t…” She trailed off, slipping out of her chair.


  She found the sink easily and turned on the water, rinsing her empty plate. I was out of my chair and behind her, doing the same.


  “I have no clue who that is.”


  “I wouldn’t expect you to. Thank you for lunch.” She changed the subject and I let her.


  “I should be thanking you. You did all the work.”


  She looked up at me and smiled. “I did, didn’t I?”


  “Thank you.”


  She was leaning with her back against the sink, drying her hands off, when I finished putting up the dishes. I stood in front of her and took the towel from her nervous hands. She dropped her hands and looked up at me so innocently.


  Resting my palms on the edge of the sink, I leaned into her. Her skin looked so soft and pale compared to the tousled mass of red curls that framed her face. It was like watching strands of fire kiss her cheeks and I wanted to run my fingers through the flames. I was torn between wanting to touch her every chance I got and pushing her to do things on her own.


  “How can you be so wildly sexy and unbelievably innocent all at the same time?”


  I pushed away the curls around her face, and my finger trailed around the curve of her cheek. I knew she wasn’t going to answer.


  “Can I ask you another question?”


  “I’m afraid to say yes.”


  I laughed. “Why?”


  “Because you ask me questions that I don’t know how to answer sometimes,” she confessed.


  “I promise to take it easy on you this time.”


  She took a deep breath. “Okay then.”


  I took a minute to figure out how to ask her. I touched the corner of her eyes, tracing the scars.


  “How did it happen?”


  “An infection. It took almost an hour for them to find us and by the time I got to the hospital, the doctors couldn’t control it.”


  “How much can you see?”


  “Not a lot. I can see light and blurry shadows, but nothing is clear.”


  “So you can’t see my features, but you can see my shape?”


  “Kind of. I’ll explain it to you some other time.

  “I’ll hold you to that.”


  She lifted her hand and rested it against my cheek. My eyes closed and I lost myself in her touch.


  “I wish I could see you, though,” she admitted softly.


  I realized then how dangerously easy it would be to fall for this girl if I let myself get too close. It would never be about looks or money for Araya. When she fell in love, any guy would know where her heart really lay. He would know with everything he had that she was in love with him.


  “And what am I interrupting here?” Sebastian’s question boomed behind me.


  A low growled snuck up my throat and Araya dropped her head.


  “What do you want, Sebastian?”


  “Hey, don’t snap at the messenger, little brother.”


  “That depends on what kind of message you’re delivering?”


  “Nina’s here.” Araya sighed.


  “She’s good,” Sebastian said. “Hey, Red, you want to ditch your aunt and come help me win a porker game? Who’s not going to trust the blind girl?”


  “Sebastian!” I growled, swirling around on him.


  Araya put her hand on my arm.


  “It’s okay, Ryland,” she said, smiling at Sebastian. “He’s got a point, but unfortunately, I’m not very good at cards.”


  “Just my luck.” Sebastian looked at me. “Better hurry. That chick doesn’t seem like the kind that likes to wait around for anyone. Even someone as pretty as you.”


  “He’s right,” Araya said. “About Nina, I mean.”


  “No, Red, I’m right about it all,” he said in a way that made me glare at him.


  I pointed at Sebastian and snapped. “Don’t do that!”


  “Do what?”


  I didn’t bother to answer as we walked out of the kitchen. I watched Araya most of the way as we neared the foyer. The backs of my fingers brushed against hers as we walked. Startled, she looked down at our hands and then up at me. I stared back until we cleared the entryway and with my hand on her back, we walked into the room.


  Her aunt scrutinized us closely as we walked into the room. After a few seconds, her lips twisted into a tight smile. Seeing her now, she no longer seemed nice enough.
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  “What are you doing, little brother?”


  Sebastian called to me as I walked past the kitchen to my room. I stopped and ran a hand down my face.


  “Not you too.” I leaned into the doorframe and glared at him. “Why does everyone think I’m going to ruin her?”


  Sebastian lifted his eyebrows and took a bite of whatever was in his bowl.


  “All I wanted to know is what you’re doing right now.”


  I wanted to call bullshit, but Sebastian wasn’t the type to get into my business. His attention span didn’t last longer than his next drinking binge or fight.


  “Oh.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I have to run an errand and then I’m probably going to stay in and go to bed early.”


  He frowned. “I was wondering how bad you had it.”


  “Had what?”


  “Had it for this girl.”


  “I don’t have anything.”


  “Prove it. Truth or dare?”


  I rolled my eyes. “That only works on the girls you’re trying to sleep with.”


  He laughed. “Every time. It’s not any worse than your I dare you,” he said dramatically, and we both laughed this time.


  In high school, Sebastian and I thought we were pretty slick to come up with the clever pick-up lines that coincided with our last name. It worked liked a charm. Then and now.


  “Old habits die hard, I guess.”


  “Yeah, I guess so. Anyway…” he said, un-straddling the chair and going to the sink to rinse his bowl. “Come watch me fight tonight. You haven’t been to one in a while.”


  And for good reason. I couldn’t watch Sebastian get beat on night after night. He’d taken up fighting when he turned sixteen. He was good. Really good, actually, but then he started drinking and gambling and he became sloppy.


  It got rough and he pushed Careless and me away as he spiraled into a dark abyss. I didn’t like seeing the person I’d looked up to for most of my life fade away.


  “Maybe next time.”


  I ignored the flash of emotion in his eyes and decided not to tell him I had an errand to do.


  “Suit yourself. Enjoy your night of lusting away.”


  I rolled my eyes and wished him luck. My errand took me an hour and then I was home. Back in my room, I went straight to my laptop and turned it on. Sitting down, I pulled up the web and typed in Darcey Bussel and searched everything I could about her before I pulled up another page and typed in a different name.


  My phone went off some time later and I jumped. I’d fallen asleep on my laptop. I stretched my cramped neck, rubbing it with my hand, and grimaced.


  Picking up my phone, I frowned at the unrecognized number but pushed the answer button anyway.


  “Hello?” I pulled the phone back as the caller screamed into the phone over the music.


  I partially paid attention to what he was saying as I cleared my search screen of the random letters I’d typed in during my nap.


  And then he had my attention.


  “Is he okay? How bad is he?” I asked, getting up from my chair and grabbing my jacket. “No, I’m on my way.” I slipped my arms inside my jacket and grabbed my keys from the desk, hitting the end button.


  When I arrived at The Underground, the place was still littered with the regular adrenaline junkies. This place was a poorly done attempt at a rip-off of Fight Club, filled with a bunch of guys always trying to prove something to someone.


  Smoke, blood, and sweat assaulted my nose the second I stepped into the rusty old shed. The smell was overpowering and I felt suffocated by the muggy aroma.


  I shifted through the bodies of busted-up guys until I found the small office in the back. I slipped inside and immediately saw Sebastian sleeping it off on the couch.


  Dropping down next to him, I took in his busted face. His right eye was swollen shut; his bottom lip was split open and twice the size of the top. There was a horizontal gash across his cheek and it was crusted over with dried blood. He was definitely going to need stitches.


  His arm was around his ribs and I was afraid to think about the injuries I couldn’t see. We’d be making a trip to the hospital tonight.


  “I told him not to fight. He could barely stand on his own two feet. He was so wasted,” Stitch said, coming into the room from the back.


  He ran The Underground, and he was probably the closest thing to a friend Sebastian had besides me. He got his name from having more stitches than any of the other strays -what they called random fighters- that fought in this place.


  “Was he on anything?”


  Drugs weren’t normally Sebastian’s thing, but he was drowning.


  “Not that I know of, but Craze was selling earlier tonight.”


  I tossed that idea quickly. Sebastian hated Craze.


  “Craze is here?”


  He nodded and pointed toward Sebastian. “Who do you think did that?”


  “What? Craze did this?”


  “Yep. That douche was on some super speed tonight and it didn’t help that Sebastian was drunk off his ass. It wasn’t a fair fight and Craze took advantage of that.”


  “Has he woken up since he got knocked out?”


  “Once. Mumbling some shit about being a disappointment. I don’t know. His lip was pretty busted up and he was slurring.”


  “Sebastian, wake up.” I nudged him lightly, still not sure if anything was broken. “Let’s go. I’m going to take you home.”


  Sebastian grumbled and rolled over, groaning in pain. I grabbed his arm and pulled him up. He protested at first but allowed me to drape his arm over my shoulders.


  “Thanks for the call, man,” I said to Stitch.


  “Of course. Craze is a dick.”


  I lifted Sebastian off the couch and he leaned his weight into me.


  “Yeah he is. Thanks again.”


  Before I could pull Sebastian through the door, some stray nearly fell through. Dried blood stained his dirty shirt and splattered his neck and face. Sweat drenched his hair and pooled at the ends, falling onto his forehead.


  “Stitch, boys in blue alerted, they’re sending out a few squads now. You have about twenty minutes,” he slurred and turned out before anyone could respond.


  “Fuck!” Stitch cursed and flew around the room in a blaze of organized panic.


  He picked up a couple of bags of weed off his desk and shoved them into his pocket. Grabbing a fistful of papers, he threw them into the trash before picking up the bottle of vodka on the desk and brought it to his lips. Throwing his head back, he swallowed hard and fast. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand and then poured the rest into the trash, tossing the empty bottle in too. He lit a match that he took from his pocket and flicked it into the can and it was immediately engulfed in flames.


  He looked up at me. “You better get him out of here before shit goes down.”


  I nodded and dragged Sebastian with me through the doors. No one else seemed to be in a state of alarm as they crowded the pathways, waiting for the next fight. We’d almost reached the door before someone whistled behind us and a chorus of chuckles followed.


  “Aw, did little brother have to come save the day?” Craze mocked behind us.


  Craze’s little sidekicks snickered with laughter. I wanted to keep going, but Sebastian stopped us.


  “Let it go, Sebastian,” I warned.


  “Do you know who you’re talking to?”


  “Yes, damn it.”


  “Then turn around, little brother.”


  I sighed and turned us around. Craze stood in the front with a flock of minions in a V behind him. He was a short, thin guy. His dark greasy hair was slicked back and sweat moistened his skin. His tank top was dirt-stained, almost brown. His pants were ripped and just as dirty. He spit dark slimy gunk and you could see the spots where he was missing teeth.


  “You win one fight and you think you got the right to run your mouth?”


  “One fight? I believe I’ve won two now. I’ve had the immense pleasure of kicking both of the famous Dare brothers’ asses.”


  “That’s a pretty fancy word there, Craze,” Sebastian drawled. “You sure you’re using it right?”


  There was a quick moment of doubt on Craze’s face before it was gone.


  “Why don’t you get wasted some more and then come back and let me kick your ass again.”


  “Because that’s the only way you can kick my ass.”


  “Your brother wasn’t wasted when I kicked his ass.”


  “He was seventeen and way out of his league. Keep talking. You’re only making this worse on yourself.”


  He realized what he said and glared back at us.


  “You should keep your washed-up, rich ass on your side of town, Dare! I don’t want to have to make you my bitch again.”


  “So much hostility for such a small guy, don’t you think, Sebastian?”


  “He’s got to make up for the things he lacks in other places.”


  “It’s like The Outsiders up in here. You greasers want to go outside and rumble?” I joked.


  “I’ll show you a small dick,” he said, grabbing himself and thrusting his hips toward us.


  “It’s funny how that’s the first thing that comes to your mind, but we’ll pass. Watch your mouth, Craze. That shit you’re on won’t last forever.”


  “Let’s go, Ryland. He isn’t worth it.”


  “Run away like a little bitch. I’ll fuck you up anywhere, anytime, rich boys.”


  “Whatever you say, Craze.”


  He hollered more empty threats as we turned to walk out, but we didn’t make it far before the doors burst in and a team of police officers swarmed the place.


  A roar of chaos finally broke out as everyone scrambled to break free. Sebastian and I weren’t that lucky as two cops grabbed us. I was thrown over one of the side tables, and the officer pulled my hands tightly behind my back and pushed my face into the surface so hard I felt the skin above my eye burst open.


  “Twenty minutes, my ass. Impressive response time, officers,” Sebastian said as they threw him down on the table across from me.


  His face twisted in pain and they showed him no mercy.


  “My brother’s been beaten up pretty badly,” I said, lifting my head.


  The officer slammed it back down. “Don’t move!” he ordered.


  “He’s probably got a broken rib. You’re not making it any easier, damn it.”


  “I said don’t move and keep your mouth shut!”


  They hauled us out of the shed and threw me against one of the cop cars. They placed us in separate cars and drove me back to the station. It took three hours before I was finally released, and I wasn’t even sure why they released me, but I didn’t stick around long enough to ask anything except where my brother was.


  They informed me they’d taken him to the hospital and I could pick him up there. It took me twenty minutes to get to the damn hospital and another ten minutes for the staff to find him.


  When I finally walked into the room, he was handcuffed to the bed and passed out. His face was bandaged up and he had a wrap around his ribs. He seemed to be completely out of it.


  “Can we at least get the handcuffs off him?” I yelled to anyone who bothered to listen.


  At the sound of my voice, he stirred and opened one eye. “Ryland?”


  I sat in the chair across from his bed. “Who else would be here to pick up your sorry ass? Thanks a lot by the way. This is exactly how I wanted to spend my night.”


  “You haven’t lived if you haven’t been arrested at least once.”


  “I’d rather not live my life by your mottos, thanks.”


  “Suit yourself.” He grimaced and held on to his ribs as he turned. “How long have I been here?”


  “Well, let’s see. I was in jail for three hours while you were here getting taken care of and enjoying a warm bed.”


  “If it makes you feel any better, I had to get ten stitches.”


  “It does. I hope it hurt too.”


  “Like a bitch.”


  “Good,” I grumbled and slouched into my chair.


  I pushed my hands into my pockets and lifted my shoulders.


  “How long do you have to stay here?”


  “I don’t know. Until the drugs wear off I guess. How’d you get out?”


  “Who knows? They just told me I could go home. I didn’t stop to ask why.”


  “Do you think?”


  “I don’t want to think,” I said, dropping my head back so I could stare up at the ceiling. “I just want to forget this night ever happened.”


  “I’m sorry, Ryland,” he said sincerely.


  “What are brothers for, right?” I lifted my head and looked at him. “What the hell were you thinking, Sebastian?” I said, disrupting the silence.


  “We were so close.” He groaned.


  I ignored him. “Why would you get into the pit wasted and risk getting yourself messed up like this?”


  “What are you talking about? This look is fucking sexy as shit, little brother,” he said, gesturing to his injuries.


  “I’m serious, Sebastian. You need to find a better outlet for whatever it is you’re trying to express.”


  “Listen, don’t lecture me, okay?” He sat up on his elbows. His words came out breathless as he applied pressure to his ribs. “I’m a grown man, Ryland. I can do whatever the hell I please with my life.”


  “Even if that means killing yourself?”


  “Especially if it means killing myself. I’m not giving you shit about what you’re doing with that blind girl, so spare me.”


  “I’m not doing anything with Araya. She’s got nothing to do with this.”


  “Don’t you get it, Ryland? We self-destruct, taking down everyone around us with us. That’s why everyone thinks you’re going to ruin her, because that’s what this family does. We ruin people.”


  I didn’t respond. He got what he wanted and that was for me to shut up and let it go. If I let him continue to talk, I’d actually listen to what he was saying and then I’d have to admit that maybe he was right, and I hated when Sebastian was right.


  An hour later we were on our way home.


  “Be honest with me, Sebastian,” I said, breaking the fifteen minutes of silence. “Were you on anything tonight?”


  He looked over at me and frowned. “You mean like drugs?”


  “No, I mean like a freaking trampoline! Yes, I mean like drugs!”


  He stared at me for a long time before looking away and answering.


  “No, Ryland. I just had way too much to drink. Speaking of…”


  He pulled a beer bottle from his jacket and twisted off the lid, taking a drink. Looking over at me, he offered me the bottle. I rolled my eyes at him.


  “More for me, then,” he said, swinging the bottle all around.


  “I’ve been meaning to ask, is this your new thing? Drinking until you can’t stand on your own two feet and then getting into the pit to get your ass beat? You’re lucky it was just Craze, Sebastian. What happens when it’s someone else who’d like to see you breathing a lot less? You make more enemies than you do friends. Don’t make me do something neither of us will like, Sebastian.”


  He stared out the window, not saying anything.


  When we finally pulled into the driveway, I sat there staring at the lights that still lit part of the house. It wasn’t unusual for J.D. to be up this late, but it was unusual for all the lights to be on.


  “He’s up,” Sebastian said.


  I glared through the windshield and opened the door without responding. I wasn’t in the mood to put up with this shit.


  Sebastian limped behind me as we made our way into the house. I didn’t see J.D. anywhere and I thought maybe if we were quiet enough, I wouldn’t have to.


  “Get in here now,” J.D. said from the other room.


  “Damn it.”


  “How about you meet us halfway?” Sebastian mouthed off. “I’m in the between stages of still being drunk and becoming hung over. I got my ass kicked and arrested all in one night, all of which I’m going to go out on a limb and say you know about.”


  “Why do you feel the need to piss me off every chance you get?” J.D. asked, appearing in the hallway with a drink in his hand.


  “I don’t know. Probably for the same reason you do it. How about we skip calling the kettle black tonight? I have a bottle of pain pills calling my name.”


  Sebastian turned on his heel, but J.D. stopped him.


  “You’re no longer welcome in this house after today, do you hear me?”


  “Was I ever welcomed?” He walked off, slapping me on the shoulder as he passed.


  J.D. continued, unfazed by the fact that he just kicked Sebastian out.


  “I love being called in the middle of the night to hear that my sons have been arrested for being caught in some shithole. Do you know how this looks?”


  “You act like we’re royalty. Nobody cares whether or not I was in jail tonight.”


  “You’re going to be running a multimillion-dollar company, Ryland. Of course people care! Don’t be stupid.”


  I wasn’t in the mood to correct him about the first part of his statement and I definitely wasn’t in the mood to stand here and let him call me names.


  “I’m going to bed,” I said through my teeth.


  I walked away before he could go on.
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  The next morning, I stood in the doorway to Sebastian’s empty room. Actually, the room was cluttered with stuff, but I knew he was gone.


  It felt weird knowing he no longer lived here, and I felt even weirder that he hadn’t even said good-bye before he left. A huge part of me envied the fact that he was free of this house, free of our parents. I knew why I stayed here, but sometimes the urge to get up and walk away without ever looking back was too strong to deny.


  “She’s all yours,” Careless said as she passed me and I looked over my shoulder at her.


  As always, she was munching on a green apple, unaware of Sebastian’s absence. She only got a few steps before she stopped and backed up so she could look into Sebastian’s room. Old room.


  “Where’s Sebastian?” she asked, frowning, and sticking her head inside.


  “He left.”


  “What do you mean he left?” She looked at me and stepped inside. “Where’d he go?”


  “J.D. kicked him out last night. He was gone before I woke up.”


  “Why did he kick him out?”


  “I got a call from Stitch last night. Sebastian was at The Underground drunk off his ass and decided it was a good idea to still get into the cage. Craze beat the hell out of him, knocking him unconscious. Before I could drag him out, the cops were all around the place and we got arrested.”


  I told her what happened after we got home and what J.D. said. When she walked out of the room, there were tears in her eyes.


  “When is he going to grow up and learn?” she snapped. “Do you know where he went?”


  I shook my head. “I haven’t heard from him at all.”


  She went to walk away, but I stopped her. When she finally looked at me, I felt bad for her.


  “He’ll be fine, Careless.”


  “He’s going to get seriously hurt during one of those fights. Or worse, killed!”


  “I hate to admit it, but he’s too stubborn for that.”


  “Let’s just leave with him, Ryland. We both hate it here. Why keep forcing it?”


  “You know why, Careless. Just a few more months and you’ll have your tuition for college. He won’t give it to you otherwise.”


  She looked incredibly sad then, but agreed. “Just a few more months and it will be all over.” She looked past my shoulder. “Araya’s waiting. She looks… happy and so do you.”


  I rolled my eyes and groaned. “Don’t,” I warned.


  “Don’t what?” she snapped, glaring at me.


  She had such a trigger-finger temper.


  “Don’t make this into something it’s not, that’s what! I haven’t changed.”


  “You’re right. You’re still an asshat! I was just saying it’s nice you being happy for a change. I know you hate that you’re stuck here with me.”


  “Don’t do that either!” I groaned. “I’m always happy,” I said with a big, fake cheesy smile.


  “Just go!” she ordered and pointed down the hall. “Ryland?” she called after I started off toward the garden. “Don’t fall in love with her.”


  Her words haunted me all the way to the garden. Araya was sitting under the same tree, smoothing out her dress and running her fingers through her hair.


  I was beyond annoyed that everyone kept assuming I was going to fall in love with this girl. Yes, I was drawn to her and I liked that she was different. It would be easy to fall in love if I was at that point, but I wasn’t. So what was everyone seeing that I wasn’t?


  I looked down at the book in my hands and flipped it over to examine the back. I was suddenly nervous about giving this to her and that only irritated me more. I was letting everyone get into my head and I needed to push them out.


  My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out, reading the text message that lit up my screen.


  Sorry about the way things went down, little brother. Here’s my new address.


  Turning off the screen, I put it back in my pocket.


  Walking up to her, I knelt down on the blanket and she looked up and smiled.


  “Do you and Careless have a system now? She leaves and it’s your turn to entertain me?”


  I groaned. “Not you too.”


  “What?” She frowned.


  “Don’t do that. My favorite thing about you is that you’re never bitter. You know better than I do that you don’t need to be babysat, watched, or entertained.”


  She didn’t respond at first. “What’s wrong?”


  That took me back. “How do you know something’s wrong?”


  “I can hear it in your voice. I can sense your frustration. What’s wrong?”


  “Family drama. I got something for you.” I changed the subject quickly.


  Her face brightened in surprise. “You got me something? Why?”


  I laughed. “I’m going to ignore that last question. Here.”


  I placed the book in her hands and they moved over the cover, feeling around the edges. She looked up at me and I could see her confusion.


  “You got me a book? Is this like you asking me what my favorite color is?”


  I laughed out loud. “This is not like that! Open it,” I said eagerly.


  I was suddenly happy I decided to give her the book. The look on her face and her excitement… it was contagious.


  She flipped open the cover and turned the pages, and I took her hand, running her fingers across the page. Her face was a whirlwind of emotion as she explored the raised bumps on the thick paper.


  She looked up at me and clutched the book to her chest.


  “I don’t know what to say…” Her voice was thick and a little tear slid out from beneath her sunglasses.


  I caught it with my thumb and rubbed it between my fingers.


  “I didn’t mean to make you cry. I know you can’t read braille, but I thought maybe we could learn together? I could help you or something?”


  She shook her head. “I’m not crying because I’m upset. This is amazing, Ryland. I love it!”


  “So they’re happy tears?” I asked holding my breath.


  She nodded. “Yes, yes. They’re happy tears. Thank you.”


  “I’m glad you like it.”


  “What’s it about?” She was flipping the pages and running her fingers over the words.


  “Blind dancers.”


  I shifted positions so I could move next to her. Close to her.


  “It doesn’t have Darcey Bussel in it, because she’s not blind, but the woman at the book store said it was filled with amazing dancers who are all blind.”


  She closed the book and her thumb brushed across the cover.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Her whole attitude had taken a complete one-eighty. She shook her head and her hair released a sweet sent.


  “Nothing. This was very sweet of you, thank you.”


  “You’re upset. I can tell.”


  “I’m not.” She insisted, but I knew she was lying.


  “Are you upset because it’s about dancing?”


  “I don’t dance anymore, Ryland. If you’re giving me this book because you thought I would like a book about dancing, fine, but if you’re giving it to me for any other reason…” She took a deep breath. “I don’t dance anymore,” she repeated. “I never will.”


  “Why not?”


  She shot me a look that said I was either crazy or an idiot, probably both.


  “Don’t look at me like that! You’re blind, Araya. That’s not a free pass to give up on everything you ever loved. It’s definitely not a sentence to a lifetime of doing nothing. Now don’t get me wrong. I don’t know anything about being blind and I certainly don’t know anything about dancing, other than the fact that the dancers have amazing legs. But if you loved to dance, I bet you could’ve done it with your eyes closed anyway. So why can’t you dance?”


  “Because I can’t, Ryland,” she snapped, standing up. “You don’t understand!”


  “You’re damn right I don’t understand.” I stood with her. “So explain it to me. Why can’t you dance?”


  It was the first time I’d seen her get so worked up over anything and I knew I struck a nerve. I liked seeing her get passionate over something. It meant she wasn’t completely lost. She glared at me through her sunglasses and more than anything I wanted to see the fire in her eyes.


  “Please take those sunglasses off.”


  She hesitated a minute, but pulled them from her face. Just as I expected, her usually pale-green eyes had turned a dark, angry green. She was a gorgeous swarm of chaos and you could see it in her eyes.


  “Look, I get what you’re doing and I appreciate the sentiment—really, I do. But you don’t get to start telling me what I can and can’t do because you think by flirting with me you have some kind of right. I know what my limitations are.”


  “No, you know the limitations the people around you have given you. You think because you’re blind, you’re somehow not a complete person anymore, that you’re broken. But that couldn’t be further from the truth. And just so we’re clear, I don’t flirt with you with the intention of making you submit to what I want.”


  “You’ve known me all of a few weeks. How could you possibly know how I think? I am broken, Ryland!”


  “No, you’re not!”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because I know what broken looks like!” I said, frustrated. Running a hand through my hair, I turned my back on her. “It’s all around me, Araya. Don’t lose sight of the person you used to be and the person you can still become.”


  “I was only fifteen when this happened to me. I was a child and I’ll never be the same person as before. I’m not a little girl anymore.”


  I stopped moving and my head snapped up. Turning around, I closed the distance between us.


  “No, you’re definitely not,” I hissed and pulled her to me.


  She landed against my chest with a breathless gasp and her fingers grasped fistfuls of my shirt.


  “I’m going to kiss you. Stop me now if it’s something you don’t want, Araya.”


  She looked up at me through her lashes and that was all I needed to see. My hands covered both sides of her neck and I pulled her lips toward mine. Her fingers closed around my wrist, clinging to me as I crushed my lips to hers.


  I pushed open her lips with my tongue and a soft moan escaped. I wasn’t expecting her reaction and it drove me wild as her body melted into mine. She was so sweet. Everything about her made me want her more, more than I’d ever let myself want another person.


  I pushed away my thoughts and lost myself in this moment, right now, with Araya. She was timid and unsure at first, but it didn’t last long, and soon she was matching my movements.


  Her tongue moved over mine, dipping in and out of my mouth. Her body was pushing into mine, wanting to be as close to me as I wanted to be close to her. Tilting my head, I deepened the kiss and the wild sounds she made deep in her throat had me pushing her into the tree.


  I had a hard time controlling the urge not to lift her dress up and take her right here. This kind of wild, raw need was something I had no experience with. Taking my time had never been an issue with me, but that wasn’t the case with Araya. If I continued kissing her now, I wasn’t going to stop until she was all around me.


  I found the strength to pull away. We were both breathing heavy and I smiled, kissing her slightly swollen lips. When she opened her eyes, she had the combination of a dreamy and dazed look on her face.


  “I’ve wanted you to do that since I met you,” she whispered against my lips. “Does that make me crazy?”


  “Not even a little bit. I get that all the time.” I smiled and she laughed, kissing my lips.


  “As my first kiss, that was… wow.”


  “First kiss? You’ve never been kissed before?”


  “No.”


  There was something oddly satisfying knowing Araya had never been with another guy in that way. It made me instantly protective over her and I wanted to keep her to myself.


  “We can do much better than that.”


  “I can’t imagine it gets any better than that.”


  “That sounds like a dare, hummingbird.”


  And then I proceeded to show her better than that.
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  It was at dinner that night when I finally worked up the nerve to ask Nina. I didn’t really need to ask, but I didn’t want to fight either.


  “The Dares are having a small dinner party tonight and Care—Cara invited me to go,” I blurted out.


  I heard the slight pause in their movements, before they continued on as if I hadn’t said anything. Finally, Nina responded.


  “A dinner party, huh? How fancy,” Carl mocked.


  “Cara invited you? Not Ryland?” She sucked at being sly.


  “No.”


  “Who all is going to this dinner party?”


  “Mostly Mr. Dare’s business associates. I really want to go.”


  “And I guess you’re expecting me to drop you off and pick you up?”


  “Cara said their driver could take me home.”


  “Their driver? Since when do you ride in cars?”


  “I don’t, but a limo isn’t exactly small. I think I’ll be fine.”


  “Don’t be thinking just because you’re hanging out with those snobs you’re one of them.” Carl cut in.


  “They’re not snobs. They’ve been really nice to me actually.”


  “All of them?” Nina asked.


  “Well, I don’t really see Mr. or Mrs. Dare.”


  “You’re already defending those people over your own family.”


  I sighed. This wasn’t going the way I wanted it to.


  “No, I’m not. I’m only saying they’re not snobs.”


  “Are you sure it’s a good idea?” Nina asked.


  “Why wouldn’t it be?”


  “You’re not exactly the most graceful person anymore.” How nice of her to point that out.


  “I’ll be fine.” It was hard to keep the annoyance out of my tone.


  “All right, then, you can go. I’ll drop you off and their driver can bring you home.”


  “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”


  I could hardly sit still the rest of the night. My smile was permanent all evening, and when I woke up this morning I still couldn’t seem to tone it down. Not that I wanted to. I was the happiest I’d been in the last four years.


  As I stood at the stove, stirring Nina’s and Carl’s scrambled eggs, my mind continued to replay the kiss over and over. Each time I thought about it, my lips began to tingle. I ran my fingers over them and I could almost feel Ryland’s lips.


  I had no idea what this meant, but it was new and exciting. It was hard not to let myself get swept up in what I felt. It was all fireworks and hummingbirds in my stomach—I smiled at the thought—and it was nothing I’d ever felt before, which, in turn, made it all too easy to want to spend as much time with Ryland as I could. Careless didn’t seem to mind anymore or she didn’t want to fight it. Either way, I was happy.


  “Araya, you’re going to burn those damn eggs,” Carl snapped.


  He brought me out of my thoughts and I hurried to pull them off the burner.


  After breakfast, I got dressed as fast as I could and waited for Nina to finish taking her time. I knew she did it on purpose.


  “Nina?”


  “What?”


  I twirled a piece of hair around my finger and asked nervously, “Do you think I could get some new clothes? The dresses I have… they’re too small. I almost feel like I’m going to fall out of them.”


  “Maybe next month,” she said, dismissing the conversation. “I have to take Carl back to work and then I’ll come back and pick you up. Be ready!”


  The door shut before I could reply. I sat on my bed, counting down the seconds until she got back. Carl didn’t work far, but knowing Nina, she would take her time with that too.


  I thought about my entire afternoon with Ryland yesterday, and this time I didn’t focus on the kisses alone. I thought about what he said about me and my dancing.


  I’d given up on my dream and in the last four years, dancing was never something I thought about. It was over. At least that’s what I had to keep reminding myself since yesterday.


  Ryland said there were other blind dancers and that had sparked a tiny flame of hope in my chest, and the more I thought about it, the bigger and hotter it got. I was never going to know if I could do it if I didn’t at least try.


  I knew Nina wouldn’t be back for at least another ten minutes, so I got up and found the chair, leaning into it as I attempted to stretch my leg behind me. I could feel how out of practice I was as my muscles strained against the hold. I pushed through the burn and then stretched the other.


  My technique wasn’t the only thing that had changed. When I ran my hands down my body, I could feel the noticeable flare in my hips, butt, and thighs. Even my breasts had gotten bigger. I didn’t know how well I was going to be able to dance with my body’s new curves.


  I stood up straight and held my breath. I was going to start out easy—no use pushing myself. I bent over and my leg lifted in the air and my arms out. I struggled to hold my balance as the darkness around me threw me off. I wobbled until I was standing on both feet again.


  I decided to try a spin and lifted onto my toes, holding out my arms. I began spinning, but it didn’t last very long before I fought to keep my balance again.


  Ten minutes later, I was about to give up when I finally made a clear spin. I did it again and again until I was feeling exhausted and breathless. Dancing was hard work, but it had always come so easy to me that it never felt like work at all. That was different now.


  I felt light on my feet, ecstatic! It was a simple move, but it was a move I thought impossible after losing my vision. I never would have tried it if it hadn’t been for Ryland pushing me. He was right. I’d given up on the person I was going to be before the accident. Maybe I couldn’t ever be that girl again, but I didn’t have to completely give up dancing.


  I would do it because it’s what I loved to do… even way before I got accepted into Julliard. I would find that passion again. I smiled to myself and thought about my mom.


  


  “Dance because it makes you happy and when it doesn’t, stop,” she said as we sat there waiting to open my letter from Julliard. “I’m so proud of how far you’ve come, baby girl. No matter what this letter says, you will always be number one in my book.”


  I smiled at her. “That’s because I’m the only one in your book, Mom.”


  “Don’t argue with me, child!” she scolded playfully. “You’re too smart for your own good, my ray of light.”


  She pulled me into her arms then, plopping her chin on my shoulder.


  “You know we don’t have to open it. You don’t have to go to Julliard.”


  “Nobody says no to Julliard, Mom.”


  “You could be the first. You have a choice. Everyone always has a choice.”


  “We don’t even know if I have the option to turn them down.”


  “Let’s open it and find out, then.”


  “Together?”


  “Count us down, babe.”


  


  I had the option. I didn’t turn them down.


  It had been so long since I thought about her. It hurt too much after the accident; I mentally couldn’t do it. Slowly I started to forget things about her. My memories were starting to fade and that was like losing her all over again. I couldn’t live through that twice, so I locked away everything.


  Although the pain of realizing she was actually gone was like a punch in the stomach every time, thinking of her now was like going home again. It was a reminder that I was still alive and she would be disappointed that I’d been living like I died in that car accident with her.


  My mom was an extraordinary person, in life and now in death.


  I heard Nina’s keys in the door and I dropped to my feet and stood there.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Nothing,” I said quickly and moved around the table. “Are you ready?”
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  I sat under the tree, anxiously waiting for Careless so I could tell her I was going to the dinner party tonight.


  During my stolen time with Ryland, I was excited to show him what I could do.


  “You look like you have a secret,” Ryland said, coming down the path.


  I was surprised to hear his voice and embarrassed that I was happy I didn’t have to wait to see him.


  “You’re here early.”


  He sat down in front of me and his knees touched my legs. He leaned over, bracing his arms on the ground.


  “I convinced Careless to let you spend the day with me. I have to run some errands and I wanted to see if you wanted to come with me.”


  “Yes, I’d love to go,” I said excitedly.


  “Good. I didn’t want to have to kidnap you.”


  He kissed me quickly on the lips. I didn’t even have time to react before he was pulling away. I frowned, feeling sad that it didn’t last longer. He must have sensed it because he lifted my chin.


  “Don’t pout, hummingbird. If I kissed you the way I want to right now, if I let myself get lost in you, we won’t be going anywhere today.”


  My heart skipped and I felt like there was a hurricane inside my body.


  “So what are we doing today?”


  “My brother’s out of commission and he needs me to get him some food for his new apartment.”


  “He’s hurt?”


  “It’s a long story. I’ll explain on the way.”


  “Are you also going to explain why he has his own apartment now?”


  He laughed. “Yes. It all ties in. You ready?”


  I nodded and held my hands up for him to pull me to my feet. He took my hands and wrapped them around his neck before trailing down my arms and resting his hands on my hips. He pulled me to him and squeezed.


  “Your lips haunted my dreams last night. I had a hell of a time getting to sleep.”


  He brushed his lips across mine but didn’t try to make it more. I needed a distraction and I remembered what I was going to show him.


  “I have something to show you,” I whispered.


  He groaned. “Okay, but if we end up in a compromising position, you have only yourself to blame.”


  “Only myself?” I teased.


  “Okay maybe not only yourself.”


  I smiled. “It’s not anything like that, anyway. Just watch.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  I stepped around him and took two steps back. Taking a deep breath, I started to dance, repeating the moves I’d been able to do yesterday. I was a little clumsier on the rocky ground, but I was still able to perform the moves.


  When I finished, I stood on both feet and took a little bow.


  “Tada!”


  He slapped his hands together and let out a holler of excitement. He lifted me into his arms and spun me around with him.


  “I knew you could do it! I told you! That was amazing.”


  He grabbed my face and finally kissed me, lingering longer this time, but not nearly long enough.


  “It’s just a start. I’m not as good as I once was and it’s a little harder without my ballet shoes, but it’s something.”


  “It’s everything, and you will be. You’ll be better. The point is you’re dancing and you’re not wearing your sunglasses.” He kissed my nose. “You’re full of surprises today.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Don’t thank me. You did this all on your own.”


  “But because of you.”


  Ryland was changing my life and he didn’t even realize it.
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    Fifteen


    


    


    “My car is just over here,” I told her as she walked next to me.


    If I hadn’t looked over at her when I said that, I would’ve missed the way her color faded and her face became a mask of fear. She stopped, actually more like skidded to a stop, before we could reach my car.


    “What’s wrong?”


    My first instinct was to protect her from whatever caused her to completely shut down. Her breathing became choppy and her eyes were wild.


    “Araya?” I caught her arms and pulled her to face me. Tucking my finger under her chin, I forced her to look at me. “Are you okay?”


    “Maybe I should just stay here… I don’t want to upset Careless.”


    I frowned because none of the color had returned to her face.


    “I told you Careless is fine with it. Tell me what’s really wrong.”


    She seemed to snap out of whatever it was and she blinked, finally focusing on my voice.


    “I haven’t been in a car since the accident.” She did a sideways glance in the direction of my car like it was death. I guess to her, it sort of was. “I’m not ready to…”


    I pulled her into my arms, holding her tight. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”


    She shook her head against my chest. “You didn’t know. You go and I’ll stay here. I’m sure Careless won’t mind changing plans.”


    “No, but I would.” I pulled back and cupped her cheeks. “How do you and Nina usually get here?”


    “We… we take the bus, but you can’t—”


    “Who says I can’t? I want you to come with me. Besides, I haven’t been on a bus in forever. It’ll be…” She seemed hesitant still, so I kissed her forehead and told her, “If riding the bus is the way I get to spend the afternoon with you, then that’s what I’m going to do. Now let’s go!”


    She smiled and nodded. “Okay.”


    I slipped my hand into hers and we walked toward the stop.


    I hadn’t been lying when I said it had been a long time since I was on a bus, but I knew where the nearest stop was.


    “Are you sure Careless didn’t mind? She’s super protective over you.”


    “It isn’t me she’s being protective over, hummingbird. She’s trying to protect you from me.”


    “Oh.”


    “Don’t worry. She was fine with it.”


    “What does Careless look like?”


    “She has pale-blond hair, not the fake kind either. She gets that from our mother. Her eyes are a smoky blue. Light skin, short. My friends say she’s a knockout, but she’s my baby sister and it’s hard to see her that way, but she is beautiful. I’d have to beat the guys away with a baseball bat if Careless didn’t already do that on her own.”


    She laughed. “I think it’s sweet how you look out for her too.”


    “I try to.” I looked up, squinting against the glare of the sun.


    “From what?”


    “Our parents.”


    “I’ve heard them fighting before. It doesn’t seem to bother Careless.”


    “We’ve all gotten used to the fighting, the mental abuse, the drinking. Careless was never given a chance to have a normal childhood. I’ve tried to protect her as much as I can, but it still doesn’t feel like enough. I can’t wait until she graduates and I can take her away from this.”


    “Is that why you and Sebastian stay?”


    “Yes. I can’t leave her alone. She could take care of herself, but at what cost is what I’m afraid of.”


    “All you can do is try, Ryland, and you are.”


    I could see her looking over at me from the corner of my eye.


    “Do you know what I feel most guilty about?” She didn’t respond, just listened while I confessed. “I feel guilty because I’m angry with Sebastian for being free of that house and our parents. It kills me because I know why I’m staying and I’m still angry that he doesn’t have to. Some brother I am, huh?”


    “Careless would never be angry with you for feeling like that.”


    “Maybe not, but she would feel guilty.”


    “You choose to stay with her, not because you have to.”


    “Honestly, Araya, I’m not really sure there’s a difference between the two. I love my sister to death. I’d do anything for her.”


    “And you are. That’s all that matters. Everything else it unavoidable.”


    I looked down at her fiery red hair. “Thank you,” I said, squeezing her hand.


    “For what?”


    “Reminding me that I’m not a complete jackass.”


    “You’re welcome. Now tell me what happened with Sebastian.”


    I explained to her everything about the night before.


    “You were arrested?” She gasped, horrified.


    I laughed. “Yep. First time too. Can you believe it?”


    “Yes. You don’t seem like a trouble maker.”


    “I guess it all depends on a person’s definition of trouble maker.”


    We laughed together.


    “So Sebastian is a boxer?”


    “Kind of. None of it is legit. They fight dirty and hard. No rules but one: first to be knocked out loses.”


    “Have you ever fought before?”


    “Once. When I was seventeen. I thought it was the coolest thing in the world, and I looked up to Sebastian. One night, I snuck in after Sebastian’s fight. I lasted fifteen minutes in the cage before I was knocked on my ass.” I chuckled at the memory.


    “Were you badly hurt?” she said with a slight grimace.


    “My face was pretty messed up. That’s where I got this scar.” I went to show her and then it hit me. “Fudge! I’m sorry, Araya.”


    She smiled and turned toward me. “What did you say?”


    “What? Oh!” I said when I realized what had caught her attention.


    “You said fudge.”


    I chuckled. “Yeah, I did.”


    “So what happened?” she said, smiling.


    “Sebastian found out and freaked. The guy who kicked my ass was Craze. He’s not very fond of my brother and he took it out on me. Sebastian wouldn’t let me go back and neither would J.D. He exploded when he found out, and a few days later, Craze was in jail for possession.”


    “Coincidence?” she asked.


    “Maybe if J.D. hadn’t gotten involved, but since he was, no, it wasn’t.”


    “What happened to Craze?”


    “He spent six months in jail for being a repeat offender and while he was in, he got roughed up pretty bad. He was put in the hospital for a week and had to be switched to another jail.”


    “So the other night was like payback?”


    “I wouldn’t doubt it. He swore we set him up, and I kind of think Sebastian felt the same way. He doesn’t like playing dirty like J.D. does and even though he hates Craze, he felt like he had. I think in a way he let Craze beat the crap out of him the other night. Sort of like he was making up for what J.D. did.”


    “Will that be enough for Craze?”


    “Nope. It only fueled his fire thinking he’s better than my brother.”


    “Well, I—”


    Araya’s words were cut off as she tripped, sending her into the guy who’d been walking opposite us.


    “Watch it!”


    He growled into Araya’s face, pushing her away from him. I moved fast to catch her before she fell flat on her butt. She made a small sound of fear and relief when she felt my arms go around her.


    I looked up at the guy, glaring, and I could feel my face filling with rage as he glowered at both of us. He adjusted his shoulders.


    “Keep your girlfriend on a damn leash if she can’t control herself,” he spat.


    I turned Araya toward me, my eyes still on the asshole, and told her to stay there. She grabbed my arm. Panic was etched into the dainty details of her face as she pleaded with me.


    “Ryland, please don’t. Just let it go. Please.”


    “It’ll be okay.” I assured her and then moved her behind me.


    “Do what she says, man. Let it go.”


    “Apologize to her,” I growled.


    His face pinched. “I ain’t apologizing to no one!”


    “And I’m not asking. Apologize to her.”


    “Ryland, just let it go,” Araya said, pulling at my arm.


    “What the hell is wrong with your chick’s eyes?” the guy said in disgust.


    Araya sucked in a sharp breath and turned her face away. I turned toward her, counted to three, and turned around, connecting my fist with his nose. He flew back, landing on his ass and holding his nose, groaning.


    I grabbed Araya’s hand, pulling her with me, and stood over the guy.


    “Should have apologized when I gave you the chance,” I spat.


    We reached the bus stop in silence and Araya sat down, staring toward the sidewalk. I ran my hand through my hair and paced in front of her.


    “I’m sorry, but—”


    “You can’t go around punching people in the face because they spout off, Ryland.”


    “He shouldn’t have said what he said,” I told her defensively.


    “No, but you shouldn’t have hit him either. We should have just walked away.”


    “And let him think he can get away with it? No.”


    “You can’t fight them all. There’s always going to be people like that guy. Believe me, I’ve met a lot of them. I’m used to people treating me like that. I’ve learned to ignore it.”


    “You shouldn’t have to be used to it, Araya. You shouldn’t be treated like that and it doesn’t make it okay that you are.”


    “I didn’t say it did, but I’m not going to have their blood on my hands because you get angry at some random jerkoff.”


    I knelt down in front of her, pushing her hair behind her ear and following the curve of her cheek with my finger.


    “I couldn’t see straight I was so angry.”


    “Thank you,” she said softly, “but I’m not saying that because I agree with what you did.”


    I smiled. “Too late. You’re an enabler.”


    I wanted to kiss her again. I didn’t want to stop kissing her, but there was this nagging feeling and Careless’s words taunting me and I couldn’t.


    “The bus should be here any minute,” I told her.


    “Lucky us.”


    When we reached Sebastian’s apartment, we seemed to have moved past the incident, or at least we weren’t going to let it ruin the rest of our afternoon.


    I knocked on the door once and then twice when there was still no answer.


    “What the hell?” I growled and pounded on the door harder.


    “Maybe he’s not here.”


    “I’m going to kick his ass if he isn’t.”


    I moved to hit the door again when my phone went off. I read the text that lit my screen.


    “You lazy ASS, Sebastian!” I yelled through the door and bent over to lift the mat under my feet.


    I found the key and unlocked the door, letting in Araya first. She stood just inside the darkened room.


    It smelled like fresh paint and that weird smell that was in every new apartment. For him being here only two days, it had more furniture than I expected. There was a grey couch against one wall, a coffee table, and a chair sitting opposite.


    “There’s a couch to your left. Have a seat and I’ll be right back.”


    She said okay and I disappeared into the hallway in search of his room. I tried the first room on my left and found him lying in a huge king-sized bed, one arm draped over his face. The sheets were twisted around the lower half of his body.


    “You alive?” I asked, looking around the room.


    There were piles of clothes everywhere and the windows were blocked out with dark shades.


    “Barely breathing, little brother. Who’s here with you? Careless?”


    “Why do you think someone’s here with me?”


    “You brought blind girl?” he said, ignoring my question.


    “Stop calling her that or I’m going to add a broken arm to your list of injuries.”


    “You’re so touchy.”


    “Did you make a stupid list?”


    “Why are you taking your guilty conscious out on my list?”


    “Do you want to get your groceries yourself?”


    He laughed. “It’s on one of those damn tables in the living room.”


    “Where did you even get all this furniture anyway?”


    “Carrie,” he wheezed out as he turned in the bed.


    I made a face. “ You’re back with Carrie?”


    “Back is a strong word. She sleeps over.”


    “You’re such a slut.”


    “I prefer man whore.”


    “Either way, you get around.”


    “No shame in my game, little bro.”


    “You did not just say that,” I said, laughing at him.


    “Get out of here,” he growled, throwing a pillow.


    It hit the bedroom door as I ducked out of the room quickly. Araya was sitting on the couch when I came back.


    “Ready?”


    She nodded and smiled, getting up. “Is he okay?”


    “He’s milking it.”


    She laughed and I took her hand. It was the most natural thing in the world to me.


    “The store is just down the street. Not far at all.”


    “I don’t mind walking.”


    And neither did I. I gritted my teeth and did my best to ignore the few shoves Araya got because everyone seemed to think she was in their way.


    As we walked, talking helped keep my attention off the urge to punch the face of the next person who pushed her. I described the shops we passed, explaining the certain smells she couldn’t pinpoint by memory. I had her take the lead when it came to crossing the street, standing as close to me as she could without touching each other.


    She would count the steps between each major intersection and, give or take a few steps, it came out to the same each time. By the time we got to the last crosswalk before the store, she was able to hear the signs. I was quiet the whole time, but stayed close to her. When we reached the store, I grabbed a cart.


    “Do you want to push?” I asked her.


    “I don’t know if I should. I’ll just slow you down.”


    “I’m not in a rush, hummingbird.”


    She hesitated a second more before grabbing the cart.


    “When was the last time you went shopping?”


    “I don’t know. I stopped going with them anywhere a few months after I moved here. It was just easier on everyone.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I was still learning to get around and I was constantly knocking things over or running into people. I was too much of a hassle.”


    “No, they were just too lazy to help you. Teach you how to get around on your own. We’ve been here a whole five minutes and you’ve yet to do any of that.”


    She smiled at me and continued to push the cart while I maneuvered her through the store. We’d gotten almost everything on Sebastian’s list but two things.


    “He wants ice cream and… fruit?”


    She laughed. “Why do you say it like that?”


    “Because Sebastian doesn’t like fruit, which can only mean it’s not for him.”


    “Who would it be for?”


    “His sleep-over friend.”


    “Oh. Why isn’t she getting his groceries, then?”


    “That’s a fudging good question, hummingbird.”


    “It’s cold,” she said suddenly as I turned us into the freezer isle.


    She put her hands up to the glass door and shivered. I tried not to notice the reaction this isle had on her body. It was too late and I all but melted into a puddle in the middle of the ice cream section.


    I pulled open the door and looked over the selection.


    “He didn’t put a kind on here, so that means you get to pick.”


    “I haven’t eaten ice cream in so long. I wouldn’t even know what to choose.”


    I looked over at her, shocked. “You what?” I wanted to ask how that was possible, but I already knew the answer. “That’s a sin all in itself. We’re going to fix that. Come here.”


    I moved her in front of the freezer and held open the door.


    “Put your hand out and pick something.”


    “This is a lot of pressure to have for picking ice cream.”


    I laughed and nuzzled her hair. She swayed slightly, leaning into me. She moved her finger over the selection and it stopped on one.


    “What’d I pick?” Her head turned slightly and excitement leaked from her question.


    “Chocolate chip cookie dough.” I scoffed. “Such a chick kind. Oh!” I puffed when she elbowed me in the ribs. “Okay, let’s get some Reese’s Pieces for the men.”


    “I can’t wait to try them both!”


    “Try? Please tell me you’ve tried Reese’s Pieces before!”


    “I’m sure I have. I just don’t remember.” She rolled her eyes.


    I kissed the side of her head without thinking and moved us out of the isle. “You’re breaking my heart, hummingbird.” I complained as we made our way through the store.


    “She wants apples and oranges. I’m tempted to forget those.”


    “We’re already here.”


    “Fine, but you’re getting the oranges.”


    I ripped one of the produce bags off the roll and put it in her hands.


    “Me? I—”


    I put my finger over her lips. “Don’t… say you can’t. Three steps behind you.”


    I turned away before she could protest. She stood there for a minute before giving in. I turned and watched her go from over my shoulder. When she reached the display, I started to pick five apples.


    When I finished, I saw she was pulling them from the bottom of the bin. I threw the bag of apples in the cart and slid over to her. I pressed my body into the mountain of falling oranges. A few slipped free from my arms, rolling across the floor.


    Araya stood there, arm in mid-grab, frozen. “Did I drop one?” she whispered.


    I didn’t speak until I knew it was safe to move away. I gave them one last shove, hoping they would stay.


    “Ryland?”


    “You’re good.” I reassured her. “You just have to take from the top next time.”


    “Oh, okay.”


    “You did good, hummingbird.” I encouraged her. “Let’s go check out.” I took the bag from her and her hand slid into mine.


    We headed to the front and while we waited in line I made sure to grab a Reese’s Pieces from the candy stand. We checked out and Araya insisted on carrying one of the bags.


    “Just one!” she pushed. “There’s got to be one light one.”


    “Nope.” I dodged her grabby hands.


    “I will still think you’re macho, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


    I laughed out loud. “Here!” I said, handing her the lightest bag of the bunch.


    When we got back to Sebastian’s apartment, I dropped off the bags in the kitchen. Opening the cupboard doors, I realized they were all empty.


    “I’m going to go check on him. I’ll be right back.”


    Sebastian was fast asleep and I noticed the bottle of pain pills on his nightstand. He would be out until tonight at least. I shut the door and found Araya putting things away in the kitchen.


    “You didn’t have to do that. I was going to make him do it.”


    “He’s hurt.” She protested.


    “He’s a big baby.”


    We finished putting away what little stuff we got and I turned to Araya.


    “Are you ready for the good stuff?” I asked, holding up the ice cream.


    “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t thinking about that ice cream the entire walk home.”


    I know it meant nothing and she probably didn’t even realize she’d said it, but hearing the word home slip from her lips was like a punch to the gut. I swallowed hard and tried to ignore it.


    “Hopefully my brother has some silverware at least.”


    I pulled open every drawer in the kitchen to find they were all empty. He had some takeout on the table and I went through the bags, hoping there was still a spoon or fork left over.


    “Found one!” I said, holding it into the air. “Are you ready to have your mind blown, hummingbird?”


    I moved to stand next to where she leaned against the counter and pulled the plastic off the spoon and peeled the lid off the ice cream.


    “Will you help me?” she said, putting her hands on the counter.


    “My pleasure.” I stood in front of her, making sure to brush against her. “Put your hands on my shoulders.”


    When she did, my fingers wrapped around her waist and I put her on the counter. I didn’t need to slide her up my body, but apparently I enjoyed being tortured.


    “So I guess I should’ve been ready to have my mind blown.” I teased her.


    She laughed and a sweet blush lifted the color in her cheeks. I moved to stand between her legs and filled the spoon, lifting it to her mouth.


    “Open.” When she did, I fed her the bite.


    Watching her eat the ice cream was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. Her eyes slid closed and her body went slack with pleasure. Little sounds of bliss spilled from her lips as she licked them.


    “Well?” I asked when she was finished.


    “Best. Thing. Ever.”


    “Let me taste.”


    I couldn’t control myself and my fingers combed through her hair and I pulled her to me. My tongue darted out and licked her lips before disappearing into her mouth. With a sigh, she melted into the kiss.


    The inside of her mouth was cool from the ice cream and she tasted like chocolate and Araya. When I kissed her, it was like I couldn’t get enough. I could kiss her for hours and it would never be enough.


    When I pulled back, we were both breathing hard.


    “You’re right. Best thing ever.”


    “You guys planning on burning down my new apartment? Because I don’t have renters insurance, but if you give me a minute, I can make a call.”


    “I hate you.” I snarled at Sebastian.


    Araya jumped off the counter, but since I didn’t move away, she slid down my body. My arm slipped around her waist and I held her close.


    “You love me. He loves me, Red. Don’t let him fool you.”


    Her embarrassment faded and she smiled. “He doesn’t fool me one bit.”


    “Good.”


    “I thought you were asleep,” I yelled at his retreating body.


    “I know you did, little brother.”


    “I’m sorry,” I whispered against Araya’s temple.


    “He’s harmless.”


    “Yeah, as harmless as a rattlesnake.” He sighed and kissed me softly. “I should probably get you back.” I mumbled regretfully. “I have my parent’s stupid dinner party tonight.”


    “Oh, right. Careless told me about it.”


    I was afraid of that. “I’d invite you, but you’d be bored out of your mind. I’m saving your life when you think about it. Let me go tell my brother we’re leaving,” I said, trying to rush past the subject.


    We arrived back at my house in plenty of time for Araya to meet Nina, but I, however, was going to be late getting ready. I didn’t even want to go to the damn thing, so they could handle me being late.


    I couldn’t be sure, but Araya seemed different since we left the apartment. I figured maybe she was still embarrassed, but she felt distant and I didn’t like that feeling.


    “I hate to leave you… ”


    “Go,” she said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I have to find Careless anyway.”


    “Careless? Is everything okay?”


    “Yeah. She was just going to let me borrow something to wear tonight.” And there was the distance again.


    “For tonight? Do you have a hot date?” I asked, semi-kidding.


    The thought bugged the hell out of me and jealously crept into my system and spread like wildfire.


    “For your parents’ dinner party.”


    For a split second I was glad she wasn’t able to see the way my expression went slack from shock. Out of the twenty different responses I expected her to come back with, that was nowhere even close.


    “To my…?”


    “Careless invited me. I was going to mention it earlier when you brought it up, but…”


    But I’d gone on like an idiot about her not going.


    “Araya—”


    “You’re back! Come on, we’re going to be so late,” Careless said, pulling Araya past me.


    I caught Careless’s arm, mouthing that I needed to talk to her. I felt shitty for doing that, but I’d already made Araya feel like I didn’t want her here. If I called Careless off to the side in front of her, she was going to continue to get the wrong idea.


    Careless was back alone two minutes later.


    “What?” she hissed, annoyed, and I glared at her.


    “What do you think you’re doing?” I crossed my arms over my chest.


    “Could you be a little more specific, please?”


    “Why the hell would you invite Araya to the dinner party?”


    “Why couldn’t I? Are you embarrassed by her?”


    “You know damn well that’s not what it is, Cara!” I snarled. “The big deal is I thought you were her friend!”


    “I am! What’s your problem?”


    “Why are you feeding her to the sharks, then?”


    “She’ll be fine, Ryland. Besides, I’m not the one who invited her. Coraline did.”


    “She said you did.”


    “Well, technically, I did, but that’s only because Coraline came into the room and mouthed for me to do it. What was I supposed to do?”


    I felt like my head was going to explode. “Since when do you think anything Coraline says is a good idea? You could have gotten out of asking her.”


    “Araya doesn’t know a lot of people our age. It’ll be nice for her to meet some more.”


    “Are you freaking insane? You know the people that are going to be here tonight are the ones J.D. and Coraline are trying to pawn me off to.”


    “Is that what you’re really worried about? Araya finding out about Roxy?”


    “Yes! And so should you be. I don’t want her thinking we’re a couple!”


    “Who? Roxy or Araya?”


    I ignored her question. “I don’t understand what you were thinking.”


    “I’ll tell you what I wasn’t worried about! I wasn’t worried about your stupid girl drama. Did you tell Araya yet?”


    “Stay out of my business, Careless. I’m done answering to you!” I ran my hand through my hair and then turned on her again. “Why would you tell me not to fall in love with her? If you thought I was at risk of doing so, why put the idea in my head.”


    “You’ve spent just as much time with her as I have, Ryland. You know firsthand that she’s different. And it goes beyond being blind. When you grew up around the people we have, it becomes easy to spot the soft ones. Araya, she’s soft and incredibly innocent. She’s been prisoner to her blindness for the last four years. She’s incredibly rare. She feels with her heart. There’s no overthinking, overanalyzing. She’s free to love without fear because she doesn’t know any better. Spare her before she has to.”


    It bugged me that I felt like there was some truth to Careless’s words.


    “She lost her mom. She knows heartache.” I was grasping.


    “But that’s not the same. She’s falling in love for the first time and she’s going to fall hard. Do her a favor and don’t make love her enemy.”
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    Sixteen


    


    


    “Fudge!”


    I was so nervous. I nearly missed the couch, as I tried to sit comfortably in this dress.


    


    “You look effing hot! And we haven’t even put the dress on yet,” Careless swore, while she fixed my hair.


    “It’s not too much, is it?”


    “No, definitely not! Semi-lesbian moment here, but you have a nice body, Araya! You are totally going to own this dress,” she said, slipping it over my head.


    “What does it look like?”


    “It’s black. Sparkly halter cut, puffy ruffle… layers? On the bottom. Sorry, I love to shop, but I don’t know the names of stuff like this. Just trust me, though, you’re going to have the men at this party chasing after you.”


    


    That didn’t make me feel any better, but I agreed. I was a ball of nerves and I couldn’t sit any longer.


    “Looking for someone, gorgeous?”


    I whirled around and my heel hit the corner of the couch and I landed on the armrest. My heat skipped a beat when I heard him suck in a breath. I smoothed my sweaty palms over my black dress.


    “You scared me half to death, Ryland James Dare.”


    “You just middle-named me!” he said in genuine shock.


    I flushed and my face burned.


    “How do you know my middle name?” I pressed my lips together. “Careless? No, she wouldn’t risk me telling you her middle name.” He thought for a minute. “Annie!” he roared.


    “Shh!” I waved my hand at him.


    “Okay, hummingbird.” He moved in front of me, grabbing hold of the material against my stomach, and pulled me up from the armrest. “It’s only fair that I know your middle name too.”


    “And if I refuse?”


    “I like a challenge.”


    “You’re so much better at that than I am,” I said with a slight frown.


    His face was inches from mine and his voice became low and seductive. “And I’m not even trying.”


    I pushed him away and backed up. “If only you knew what you were doing to me.” I scolded him.


    He moved with me, backing me up until I was against the wall. “It can’t be any worse than what you do to me.” He trapped me between himself and the wall. “Now tell me what I’m better at.”


    “Unnerving me. I knew I was in trouble the moment I met you,” I whispered.


    He didn’t say anything at first and my stomach twisted with nerves.


    Finally, he blurted, “I’m not a forever guy, Araya. I feel like I should warn you before...” He trailed off, leaving me to wonder what before meant.


    “Nothing is forever, Ryland,” I whispered. “I know that now.” I slipped under his arm, wishing I could take back the last five minutes.


    I had been so nervous and excited for Ryland to see me with my hair done and in a dress that actually fit me. I tried not to be hurt with him for not inviting me to the party, but a tiny part of me had been. I wanted to prove to him that I could fit into his family’s little dinner party, but now I was having second thoughts and this conversation wasn’t helping.


    “I’m not asking you for anything, Ryland, and I’m sorry if you thought I was.”


    “Araya—”


    “Everyone’s starting to arrive,” Careless announced, interrupting Ryland.


    “Five minutes, Careless,” Ryland snapped.


    “You can take ten for all I care. It’s not my business, but Araya’s coming with me,” she bit out and grabbed my hand, pulling me with her.


    I suddenly felt sick as we entered a brightly lit room and the hushed tones of conversation filled the space.


    “Don’t let them intimidate you.” Careless leaned over and whispered in my ear. “They won’t know what to do with themselves because they can’t unleash their snobby stares on you.”


    I smiled, instantly feeling better. My heart kicked against my chest when I felt Ryland’s familiar warmth come up behind me.


    “Cara!” a young girl squealed from across the room.


    “Let the fun begin,” she said out of the corner of her mouth and I could already hear her fake smile.


    “Is that her?”


    Careless had told me all about the girl their parents were pushing on Ryland. She also told me he wanted nothing to do with her.


    “Mm-hmm.”


    “Do I look better than she does?” I whispered into Careless’s ear, but it was Ryland who bent over and whispered into mine.


    “There’s no comparison, hummingbird.”


    He straightened back up and put hateful space between us. I’d turned my cheek toward him and looked away as Roxy’s expensive shoes clicked across the floor, her feet stuttering over to us.


    “Hi, Roxy,” Careless said dryly.


    Roxy seemed oblivious to it.


    “Ryland,” she said suggestively, and her perfume swirled around me and I knew she was curled up next to him. I could scratch out her eyes. “Oops! Left a bit of lipstick on your cheek,” she purred and I counted to myself.


    “This is Araya. Araya, Roxy.” Ryland’s dry tone matched Careless’s.


    “HI… A-RA-YA,” she said loudly and slowly.


    This bitch, I thought to myself.


    “You can talk to her like a normal person, Roxy,” Ryland snapped.


    “And also because I’m blind, not deaf.” I smiled ever so sweetly.


    “Yeah, that must suck,” she said snidely.


    “What the hell, Roxy?” Ryland hissed.


    “It’s okay,” I told Ryland tightly.


    I didn’t want him sticking up for me. Not in front of this girl.


    “Not really. There’s a lot of ugly in this world. I get spared that.”


    “A drink? Yeah? Let’s get one, Araya.” Careless pulled me off.


    “Oh my word! You should’ve seen her face! Priceless!” Careless hissed, laughing.


    She took me around to meet everyone. Most of them were Mr. Dare’s business associates and extremely socially awkward. Or they just didn’t know how to act around the blind girl.


    All of a sudden Careless groaned.


    “What’s wrong?” I asked, turning toward her.


    “My dad is signaling me over with his eyes. I hate when he does that. Come on.”


    She tossed back the rest of her drink and slammed the glass down on the counter.


    “Careless.” I recognized Mr. Dare’s voice. It was always so business official. Even when talking to his daughter. “You remember Mark and his son Lee.” It wasn’t a question.


    “Yep,” she replied, unimpressed. “And this is my friend, Araya Noelle.”


    “Miss Noelle,” both father and son said so politely, and I imagined them bowing.


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


    I knew it was the son by the tone of his voice. Smiling, I tipped my head in his direction. Was I supposed to bow? It was obvious I missed something because Careless lifted my arm and firm, soft fingers grabbed mine. He kissed the back of my hand.


    “This is my daughter’s summer friend,” Mr. Dare said, and I was taken aback by both his words and tone. “She’s blind.”


    “Dad!” Careless said.


    “What?” he said as if he’d done nothing wrong. “Are you not, Miss Noelle?”


    “I am, sir.” I lifted my chin a notch. I had nothing to be ashamed of.


    “Hello, Lee.” Ryland’s almost hostile attitude made me jump.


    I hadn’t even heard him come up behind me.


    “I heard this was a sort of courting party for you and the lovely Roxy.”


    I felt Ryland tense. “You heard wrong,” he said tightly.


    “Ryland,” Mr. Dare said harshly.


    The tension between everyone was so thick I didn’t need to see the glares to know what was going on.


    “Araya…” Lee was the first to speak, “would you like to join me for a drink?”


    “No—”


    “Yes,” I said over Ryland.


    I was making the situation worse.


    He took my hand and placed it through his arm. When we were far enough away, I felt like I could breathe again.


    “That was intense,” Lee said teasingly.


    “So it wasn’t just me who could sense that?”


    “Nope, but don’t worry your pretty little head about it. Those two are always bumping heads like that. I hope I didn’t offend you with my comment about Roxy. I didn’t realize you and Ryland were together.”


    “We’re not. We’re just friends.” I think, I added to myself.


    “Oh, well, good,” he said smoothly.


    When they finally announced dinner, I tried not to run in my escape from Lee. He was a sweet guy, but he tried way too hard to be witty. Or maybe I was just being unfair and comparing him.


    I turned him down when he offered to escort me to the dining room and waited back for the crowd to thin enough that I wouldn’t embarrass myself by tripping over someone.


    I started walking in the direction everyone else had gone when I felt my hand being wrapped around another arm.


    “You’re going to get in trouble,” I whispered, wishing he would just stay away as much as I wished he wouldn’t.


    He didn’t say anything as he escorted me into the dining room and pulled out my chair for me. I expected him to find a different seat, but he pulled out the chair next to me.


    “Your mom thought I should come and sit with you and keep you company, Ryland. I think it’s a fabulous plan too,” Roxy said, sitting down on the other side of Ryland.


    Ryland didn’t respond and I couldn’t tell from here if Roxy cared or not, but I had a feeling it probably pissed her off.


    I heard the clink of glasses all around the table and looked up. Ryland leaned over to whisper something and I automatically turned toward him.


    “My mom is getting ready to speak,” he said.


    “Thank you so much for joining my family this evening. It’s so nice to have the love of friends and family all around. And now dinner will be served. Enjoy.”


    “Waiters are going to put down the first course now.”


    “How many courses are there?”


    “Eight.”


    “Eight! That’s a lot of food.”


    He put his hand on my leg and rubbed circles on the inside of my knee.


    “You’re doing great, hummingbird.”


    “Ryland!” Roxy whined, pulling his attention away.


    I couldn’t hear what she was telling him, and it was probably better that way.


    “So, Miss Noelle.” Someone from across the table called my name. Ryland stiffened next to me. “Jonathan tells us you’re blind?”


    Ryland cursed and I tried to control the heat that rose to my cheeks. It’s not like it was a big secret. I knew everyone knew already.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “How unfortunate. How do your parents handle it?”


    “My mother… she died in the car accident that caused my blindness. I live with my aunt and uncle now. They handle it as best as they can.”


    “And your father?”


    “How is your wife, Mark?” Ryland interrupted before I could respond.


    There was a murmur around the table and I knew Ryland had brought up a sore subject.


    “She’s fine,” Mark replied tightly, clearing his voice and turning to talk to his neighbor.


    Ryland rubbed my knee again before moving his hand completely.


    “Water, ma’am?”


    I jumped when the waiter spoke behind me.


    “Yes, please. You can just put it here.”


    I lifted my hand to point at the same time she went to put my glass down, and I knocked it from her hand and it spilled all over the table in front of me. I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me right then.


    “I’m so sorry, ma’am!” the waiter said before I could apologize first.


    “No, it was my fault—”


    “Just clean it up already,” Mrs. Dare snapped.


    I bit the inside of my lip, willing myself not to cry in front of everyone. Why did I have to do that? I was completely horrified and my plan to show Ryland I could fit in was failing.


    “Get her new water and make sure to put it where she can’t spill it again.”


    I could have died the minute the words left her mouth, and I could feel everyone whispering and staring at me. It was suddenly not important for me to impress any of these people anymore. My heart was pounding with embarrassment and I couldn’t sit there any longer.


    I put my napkin on the table. “Excuse me.”


    “Araya—”


    I pushed my chair back and got up. It was like something out of my worst nightmares, and I ran into another waiter. My mouth dropped open and we both gasped as I felt the warm liquid spill down the front of her uniform, splashing around my legs. A strangled cry of horror escaped my lips as I realized what I just did.


    I heard Roxy’s snicker of sick pleasure at my expense. “Priceless,” she whispered.


    “I’m so sorry!” I told the waiter and hurried from the room praying I wouldn’t fall or trip into anything until after I was no longer in their sight.


    “Araya!” Ryland called after me, but I didn’t stop.


    I’d been in the house plenty of times now that I was able to find my way to the front door on my own. I couldn’t get out of that house fast enough and once I was outside, I took a deep breath and blew it out. I wouldn’t cry!


    Pulling off my borrowed heels, I realized I had nowhere to go. The Dare’s driver was supposed to be taking me home and I had no idea if he was even out here.


    I heard footsteps in front of me and my head snapped up.


    “Hello?”


    “Are you Miss Noelle?”


    “Yes,” I almost cried out in relief. “Are you—”


    “Araya!”


    The front door opened the same time Ryland called my name. I was suddenly swallowed in his warmth, his smell, his protectiveness, and I wanted to stay there forever. His strong hands were cupping my cheeks and his thumb traced circles over my jaw.


    “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” He was kissing me before I could answer.


    The kiss was urgent and it simultaneously sent a thrill of tingles through my body, melted my spine, and made me lift one foot off the ground. When he ended the kiss, I was dizzy.


    “They’re a bunch of—”


    “I don’t care about them,” I said, shaking my head.


    “I could have strangled Mark for talking to you like that. His wife is cheating on him, by the way. And my mother and Roxy…”


    “You don’t have very good taste in women.”


    “They can’t all be you, hummingbird. I’m not interested in Roxy. I never was, but my parents thought… Well, you know what they thought. I only agreed to come to this party to shut them up.”


    “You don’t have to explain, Ryland.”


    “I wanted to. Just like I wanted to break Lee’s arm if he reached out and touched you one more time. I didn’t like seeing his hands on you.”


    “Lee was nice, but at one point he actually told me not to worry my pretty little head.”


    Ryland laughed and his fingers trailed down the side of my neck and across my bare shoulders, down my back.


    “Lee is a douche.” He pulled me to him and kissed my shoulder. “Go out with me tomorrow?” he whispered against my skin. “On a real date.”


    “Yes,” I said without skipping a beat. “I don’t see Careless tomorrow, but I can meet you in the park.”


    “I’ve heard that one before,” he teased.


    “I promise.”


    “There’s no dandelion to seal the deal.”


    “We can seal it with another kiss.”


    “I like the way you think, hummingbird,” he said, pulling me close.
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    Seventeen


    


    


    “You wanted to see me?”


    Annie had informed me that my father was waiting for me in his office the minute I was back inside the house.


    “I did,” he said, unaffected by my hard tone.


    “If you’re expecting me to apologize, I wouldn’t hold your breath.” Or do, I thought.


    “I guess this calls for a celebration, son.”


    My eyes narrowed at the word, and it left a bitter taste in my mouth. I hated when he called me that. The word should be an endearment, something to take pride in, and he had no right to take any credit for me.


    Picking up one of the whiskey glasses from his desk, he strolled over to me and handed me the glass. I took it, looking down, and recognized the glass as our own and the expensive golden liquor, swirling it around once. I hated the stuff, but telling him that would only give him reason to take pleasure in continuing to give it to me.


    So instead, I took it and wasted it every time. It wasn’t anything big, but I was the only one who got to enjoy three hundred-dollar whiskey going to waste. When I looked up again, he was standing at his desk, going through a folder of papers.


    “What exactly are we celebrating, sir?” He looked up at me, his dark brows rising at my tone.


    “We’re celebrating your ingenious plan.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “I’m proud you finally started showing interest in the family business, Ryland.”


    My father’s facile voice always managed to set my teeth on edge.


    My jaw locked. “What are you talking about?”


    I tried to stay as calm as I could, but something told me I wasn’t going to like where this was going.


    He paused to briefly send me a condescending look before returning to the papers on his office desk.


    “That girl, of course. That blind girl.”


    Standing up straight, he brought the crystal to his lips, and the amber-colored whiskey disappeared between his thin lips. He set the glass down and his fingers curved around his hips, his shoulders stiffening. We were squaring off.


    “Her name is Araya,” I said, biting off each word.


    My eyes gleamed murderously as I waited for him to respond, hoping he’d choose his words wisely. But he was a Dare, and we rarely did anything wisely.


    My father sighed and rolled his eyes, dropping into his leather chair.


    “It’s obvious to everyone what you’re doing with her, Ryland.”


    He moved the chair into his desk, looming over whatever he pretended was more interesting than this conversation.


    “Apparently, it’s not obvious to me.”


    “The media will eat up the two of you.” He went on. “Multibillionaire’s son takes pity on the nobody, disabled trash.” He looked up, “Don’t worry, they’ll sweeten it up.”


    He went back to reading as if he hadn’t said anything out of the norm. I knew what he was doing, and he knew what he was doing, but that didn’t stop me from taking the bait. I had years of practice in not letting him get to me, but tonight that was all shot to hell.


    I gripped the glass in my hands until I felt like the lavish crystal was going to crumble into a fine mist of dust in my palm, and I looked down at my hand. My skin lining the glass had turned several shades of white and I knew if I didn’t get rid of it soon, my hands would be several shades of red.


    Looking up at my father’s bowed head, my eyes narrowed to thin slits before I chucked the glass just inches to the left of his head. It shattered into a million pieces, sending a shower of brandy across his wall and floor.


    For a full minute, he didn’t move, and I wondered if he’d even noticed what happened, and then his head lifted a fraction and he sighed. He looked at me like I was a child throwing a tantrum in a toy store and that grated my nerves. My fists clenched at my sides.


    “Do you feel better now?” His patronizing tone ate through his words like acid.


    Without answering him, I stalked toward his desk, my muscles bunching with anger and a hate so pure it was almost sad.


    Pointing my finger inches from his face, I spat at him through clenched teeth. “If I ever hear you talk about her like that again—”


    “You’ll do what?” He challenged, his eyes narrowing. “Choose your words wisely, son.” He warned.


    “If I’ve learned anything from you, it’s not to back down from a threat. Even from you. If you talk about her like that again, you’ll be sorry.”


    Turning, I walked toward the door, and he bellowed after me.


    “Ryland! Don’t you dare walk away from me! This is not over!”


    “It was over a long time ago.” I sneered and walked out of his office before he could respond.
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  I was walking around in my own little shimmery bubble the next morning, and it was nice and quiet for a change.


  Last night had ended way too perfect to let the earlier part of the night get to me. I was never going to be a part of their world and I didn’t want to. I wanted to prove to Ryland that I could, but he didn’t fit into that world any more than I did.


  Today was my official date with Ryland, and it was the reason for my dreamy sigh and silly grin. It was also the reason for the unwanted attention, I realized too late, I brought upon myself. Reality was a slap in the face when my blissful little bubble was popped.


  “What’s gotten into you?” Nina’s voice was as sharp as a pin and I became gravity’s cruel and twisted joke.


  My face took on its usually bleak appearance, and in my typical monotone, I answered her question. “Nothing.”


  I knew it was brave to add in the slight attitude, but I couldn’t help it. She was so hot and cold lately. I didn’t know what side of her I was going to get each morning.


  She’d been so different since setting me up with Careless. She was practically never short or impatient with me. It was almost scary how easy it was for her to just switch. Occasionally I would catch her in a bad mood and today that mood seemed to be magnified by a hundred. I didn’t want her to ruin what today was about.


  I turned toward the kitchen to avoid looking in her direction. I knew she was watching me closely now and it didn’t help that I’d been cleaning the same spot on the table for the last five minutes.


  I knew her eyes would be narrowed into slits so thin they were practically closed, her lips pinched in a tight line, making her look older than she really was. Nina was one of those people they invented the phrase misery loves company for. She managed to kill any bit of happiness in the people that surrounded her, and I, her flesh and blood, was no exception.


  As far back as I could remember, she’d always been this way, but I had no idea why, and honestly, I couldn’t find it in myself to care anymore. She didn’t exactly inflict warm and fuzzy feelings in other people, and maybe if she wasn’t so unpleasant, I might actually feel sorry for her.


  I couldn’t imagine it was easy carrying that much anger around. I’d learned to ignore it, but over the last few weeks, she was actually pleasant and it had become easier to soften toward her. If I stayed on her good side, my life was bearable. However, this morning, I’d messed with the hornets’ nest and her sting was lethal.


  She’d gotten up from the table and was right on my heels. When I turned around, I had to lean back so we didn’t touch noses.


  “That silly little smile says otherwise.” I didn’t pay attention to the tone of her voice. “You must have enjoyed yourself last night.”


  I thought of Ryland instantly and my lips lifted into an impulsive smile. “Yes, I did,” I said dreamily.


  I tried to tell myself it was easier that I didn’t see it coming, but I was a bad liar. Her palm connected with my face hard, as she put all her resentment and bitterness into the slap.


  My face twisted to the side, my hair becoming a veil of protection, and instinctively my hand covered my stinging cheek. My chest rose and fell rapidly in embarrassment and anger, but I didn’t move.


  “Are you still enjoying it? Is it still worth your smiles and sighs?” she spat, moving away from me and toward the door. “I want this house cleaned before I get home. Do you hear me?” she demanded.


  She slammed the door so hard the pictures on the thin walls rattled and strained against their hooks.


  I was angry with myself for not recognizing the signs. Resentment and hostility had leaked from her words and I’d been too caught up to notice it.


  Reaching out for the fridge, I found the handle to the freezer and pulled it open. I shuddered slightly as a light, frozen mist floated around me. My fingertips stung as I searched for the ice pack to put on my cheek.


  I found it and made my way to the table to ice my cheek before it could swell. I didn’t feel like explaining this to Ryland.


  I sat there until the pack warmed and my face no longer felt puffy to the touch, before I got up to move around and finish my chores.


  Stacking the dishes from breakfast on top of each other, I moved them to the sink and filled it with hot water, washing them and putting them away. I smoothed the tablecloth on the table, pushing out the wrinkles and wiping away any crumbs left behind.


  I made all three beds next, moving around the small room easily, having memorized where everything was. Folding my sheet in half, I found the middle of my bed, using the headboard as my guide, and folded it out neatly before tucking away the ends. Smoothing out the comforter on top, I replaced my pillows and repeated the process with Nina’s and Carl’s beds.


  I went around the room picking up Nina’s discarded clothes that seemed to be thrown over every chair in the place. It didn’t take long to clean up the rest, and I managed to sweep, hang up the laundry to dry, and iron my dress and put it on before I heard the light tap on the door.


  “Just a second,” I called out, buttoning the last few buttons that dipped low around my cleavage.


  I hurried to the door, pulling it open and giving one of my saved smiles to the man on the other side.


  “Good morning, Mr. Metchler.”


  “Araya,” he responded formally. “How are you this morning?”


  “I’m good, Mr. Metchler.”


  Mr. Abel Metchler was a sweet old man, and he had always shown me nothing but respect since the first time we met.


  Two years after my accident, Nina felt I had enough time to adjust to my blindness and it was past time I started helping out with the added expenses my existence caused her.


  Nina had known Metchler from the building we lived in and arranged for me to help him with some work for a little shop he owned. If I wasn’t already blind, I could do it blindfolded.


  He stopped by this morning to pick up the last case of vials I had for him, and I hoped he would take me to the park with him.


  “I was wondering…” I started nervously, twisting my hands together. I listened to him put away the case I’d given him and knew my time was running out. “Do you think you would mind terribly if I tagged along with you again to the park today, Mr. Metchler?”


  He passed right through the park on the way to his shop, which was how I’d convinced him to take me the first time. He was a sweet man, and I almost felt guilty using the big blind eyes on him, but I’d been suffocating inside this tiny apartment and I needed to get out.


  “It would be my pleasure, dear,” he cooed softly. “Are you ready?”


  “Oh yes.”


  I rushed to my bed and slipped on my flats, ungracefully hopping in one place as I tried to slip it over my heel.


  Smoothing my dress down, I looked up.


  “How do I look?”
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  “You look beautiful.”


  Ryland’s voice coated me in a warm blush and I turned in his direction.


  The shadow of his body bathed my face, sheltering me from the harsh heat of the sun. His shadow was an imprint in my head now. I knew every detailed outline the light created along the edges of his body, the way it twisted and clung to his silhouette, creating the way I saw Ryland. He may not have defining features that I could see and memorize, but his shape was breathtaking.


  “I didn’t hear you come up. You’re so quiet for being so big.”


  I knew he was tall and wide by his shadow, possibly built. I knew his muscles were firm. I’d been close enough to him many times now to attest to that. Just thinking of his body made my fingertips tingle with the urge to touch him again.


  He was next to me within seconds and his sweet sent swirled around me until I was absorbing him into every pore. His thigh brushed against the side of my leg as he settled onto my blanket next to me.


  “Being so big? What makes you think I’m big?” He was curious.


  “The edge of your darkness,” I told him simply.


  “My what? Is that how you see me? That day in the kitchen you said you would tell me later.” He reminded me.


  I laughed. “Get up,” I ordered and he stood, helping me to my feet too.


  Standing in front of him, I moved him to block the sun.


  “Yes, that’s how I see you. Where the edge of your darkness meets the light around your body,” I explained, moving my hands along the side of his face and down his neck to his shoulders. “It’s not a medical explanation, but it’s how I see it.”


  “So you can see the shape of my body?” he asked fascinated.


  “It’s a beautiful shadow,” I whispered impulsively and my hands drifted down his arms and over his chest as I lost myself in his darkness.


  “I wish you could see how beautiful your shadow is.” He traced the side of my face. “Do you remember—” He stopped.


  I leaned in closer. “What?” I pushed.


  He cleared his throat. “Do you remember what you look like?” he asked while we sat back down.


  I was surprised by his question, and it took me a minute to try and search through my memories for the last time I remembered looking at myself.


  It took me a while to remember since this was the first time I consciously tried to. When the image was finally there, I knew it was a few days before the accident. It was the last time I actually paid attention to myself.


  


  I was upset about my unruly red curls that I swore to my mom I was cursed with. I was so disappointed that I didn’t have her gracefully straight blond hair.


  “I’m going to cut it!”


  I had threatened her, holding long metal scissors to a chunk of my hair. They weren’t even hair scissors, but they would accomplish what I’d set out to do.


  “Araya Lynn Noelle.” She only middle-named me when she was serious. “If you harm or cut one strand of that gorgeous red hair, I will hurt you!” she growled across the hall from me as we squared off.


  My face was set stubbornly as I weighed the outcome of my consequences.


  “Look, we’ll take you to a salon and they can show you how to manage and style it.”


  She took a step toward me and I took two steps back.


  “Don’t come any closer.” I warned her and she put her hands up, retreating.


  “We can do this the hard way or we can do this the easy way, Araya.”


  When I didn’t back down, she charged me and I took off running. It took her ten minutes to finally wrestle me to the ground and take the scissors. We laughed so hard we practically fainted from lack of oxygen.


  She banned all scissors from the house after that day.


  


  When I awakened in the hospital after hearing Nina and the doctor talk about my mother’s death, they’d wanted to shave the hair around my temple to fix a cut from the accident so I wouldn’t have an ugly scar.


  I screamed at the doctor, wanting to know if she was the blind one because I had ugly scars all around eyes. I’d called her stupid and refused to let them cut my hair because it reminded me of my mother. Nina finally told them to leave it alone. I’d been horrible to the nurse, and to this day I felt bad about what I said to her.


  I realized Ryland was still waiting for me to answer and I shook away the memory.


  “My hair was dark the last time I saw it. Not brown or black, but a simple shade of darkish-red. My eyes are green, but the doctor said they were a very pale green now because of the infection, and that’s why I wear the sunglasses. It’s weird for people when they don’t know why they’re like that. My skin is pale, probably terrifyingly more now since I’m always inside.” I ran my hand down my arm reflexively. “It’s all blurry, and the more time goes by, the harder it is to remember. Does that make sense?”


  “Yes.” His voice was a deep, dark purr against my ear, and a shiver slid down my spine. He lifted my chin. “Can I tell you what I see?”
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    She nodded and her hair stroked the side of my face, filling my senses with her scent. Shifting, I moved to sit across from her, fitting against her body like a puzzle piece. She sat with her legs tucked underneath her. Folding my leg under my raised knee, my thigh rested against hers and I leaned into her until we were inches from each other.


    My fingers moved against her scalp, twisting through her hair until I captured a piece around my finger and brushed the silky strands against my lips. The scent of her shampoo wasn’t anything fancy like the girls I knew used. It was simple, but she made it exotic and sweet and I wanted to bury my face in the strands.


    “Your hair is actually a bright, fiery red. It flares to life like a flame whenever the sun hits the strands perfectly. Whenever I’m around you, I want to bury my fingers in the softness.”


    Kissing the lock of hair around my fingers, I brushed it against her lips slowly and my slow smile slid into place when her lips parted and her breathing turned into short breathy pants.


    “Your soft-green eyes are the perfect color of hydrangeas. My mother use to grow them in her garden and every summer their vibrant green filled the garden with life, and that’s what your eyes do. They fill the world around you with a vibrant burst of color and life, and the fact that you hid them so long behind those sunglasses drives me crazy. I wish you hadn’t.”


    I caressed her arm, slowly moving my palm down to the curve of her elbow. Her skin was soft and alluring. I came up with every excuse I could just to touch her. It didn’t matter where; I just needed that constant contact. I stroked the skin just above her elbow, over and over.


    “Your skin is like silk—smooth, flawless—and I love touching it, feeling you under my fingers. It carries a soft glow to it. It’s completely natural, no fake tanning chemicals, no makeup—it’s just you.” I lifted her hand and kissed the spot on her wrist where her pulse beat rapidly. My lips moved back and forth along her arm. “I could go on about your lips, your body, and the way they drive me crazy, but I don’t think I should test the limits of your blush.” I smiled against her skin when she turned a deeper red. “That’s what I see.”


    She took a deep breath, and the curve of skin along the neckline of her plain cotton dress caught my attention, and I shifted uncomfortably on the ground. I wanted to move my hand over the tempting swell of flesh. I wanted to watch the flash of shocked surprise in her eyes and hear the sharp rush of breath.


    “I like this dress on you, hummingbird.”


    My finger hooked underneath the top of her dress and I moved it across her skin, getting the response I knew I would. I could feel the blaze of her reaction against my finger and I wanted to push her response, but she was so innocent. I didn’t want to bruise her delicate petals.


    “Thank you,” she finally said, running her hands over her lap. “It’s old,” she confessed, as if it mattered to me that she wasn’t draped in expensive labels and imported foreign fabric.


    Her white dress was simple, hugging the ends of her shoulders tightly and curving low on her chest. It stretched tightly over her breasts and around her waist, like it was a size too small, before flaring around her hips and thighs.


    A row of tiny buttons decorated the front down to the bottom of the dress. That’s one of the things that I liked about her. She wasn’t constantly trying to impress someone with the amount of money in her trust fund or superficial things.


    She knew nothing about my background or the billions I would inherit because of the blood that ran through my veins. Not that I planned on touching one cent of the money when I turned twenty-two. It was tainted with the ball-busting iron fist that was my father. It was a bribe, a way for him to keep my life in his control, and I would be damned if I let that happen.


    “It’s the only one I have now that my other one is ruined,” she said slyly.


    “Ouch,” I claimed dramatically, throwing my hand over my heart. “I ruined it?”


    “I’m afraid so.” Her greens eyes sparkled with mischief.


    Leaning in closer to her, I traced my finger down her cheek. “Is there anything I could do to make it up to you?”


    Her eyelids fluttered softly, kissing the tops of her pink cheeks. “I don’t… I was just teasing you,” she stammered.


    “That’s too bad, hummingbird. It would have been fun. Don’t worry. Next time.” I laughed when she shivered.


    “So are you ready?”


    “Where are we going?”


    Jumping to my feet, I took her hands and pulled her up with me. I caught her by surprise and she lost her balance, landing against my chest with a soft exhale. My arm slipped around her waist, but it was more for my own pleasure then her safety.


    “Such a clumsy little hummingbird.” I teased.


    “Me? You’re the one who tried to defy gravity just now.”


    “You’re incredibly adorable when your feathers are all ruffled.”


    I trailed my finger down her spine and she arched into me. Her breasts were firm and soft as they pressed into my chest, and a low growl caught in my throat like a caged animal. I had about two seconds to put space between us before I really shocked the hell out of her.


    Taking a step back, I pulled in a deep breath of air. Trying to escape her was useless, and my lungs pulled her sweet scent into my system. It didn’t do anything to help contain my arousal at this point.


    “Come on, let’s go.”


    “Where?”


    “On our date.”


    “I meant where on our date?”


    I knelt down to grab her blanket and shoes. Turning toward her, I was eye level with her legs. I followed the lines of fabric and curves until I found her face, and it was twisted with different emotions.


    “Don’t be scared, okay?” I warned her before my hand curved around the soft arch of her calf and the other around her ankle. She made a tiny noise in the back of her throat. “I’m just going to help you put on your shoes. Hold on to me.”


    She placed her hands on my shoulders, and I could feel her warmth through my shirt, burning my skin. Lifting her foot, I slipped on her shoe, but I didn’t move my hand right away. She was just too soft not to explore, and I ran my hand down the rest of her calf.


    When I looked up at her again, her eyes were closed and her fingers dug into my shoulder. Reluctantly, I moved to the other leg, slipping on her shoe quickly and standing up.


    I was torturing us both.


    Taking her fingers in mine, I pulled her along. “Are you hungry?”
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    “There is actually a nice little deli just down the street. We’ll walk, and you lead the way.”


    I frowned, taken back at his words. “I don’t know how… where to go.”


    “It’s easy. I’ll help you.”


    We stopped and his hand circled my waist, pulling me in front of him. Moving in close behind me, his nose nuzzled my hairline and he sighed against my ear. His warm breath coated my skin and it hummed.


    “You smell like honey and the sweetest kind of sunlight.” His fingers flexed and I swallowed hard.


    “Thank you.”


    “It’s very unique and extremely distracting.” His nose moved farther down my neck and he inhaled again.


    “I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be. I like it.” He growled softly, nuzzling my hair. “Okay,” he said without waiting for a response. Not that I would have had one even if he did. “It’s just basic geography. Do you feel the sun?”


    I bit the inside of my cheek and lifted my face until I felt the warm rays of the sun bathing my skin. “Yes. It’s warm and feels good.”


    He laughed. “Good. That’s east, and that’s where we want to go.”


    I could feel his presence all around me. It was consuming and I breathed him in. His smell was delicious and as equally distracting for me. His hand was gentle but firm on my lower back as we walked through the crowd. I felt confident, like I could walk with my head up, without a care in the world, and I smiled to myself. This is what it felt like to be normal, right?


    “I’ll be kicking myself all day if I don’t ask what caused your smile right now.”


    “I was thinking that this must be what it feels like to be normal.”


    “You want to be normal?”


    I shrugged. “I don’t know. It might be nice.”


    “No,” he said. “You may live in the dark, Araya, but you shine too bright to be normal. Why try to limit yourself to being just normal. Plenty of people who are normal wish they weren’t”


    I thought about that for a moment. Had I ever been normal? Even before the accident? I’d been dancing since I was old enough to walk. It had been all I ever wanted to do and I’d made it my life because it was never something I was just good at doing. It was something I was born to do. My mom said it was something I had done even while still safely hidden within her body.


    Her soft voice was a bittersweet echo in my head now.


    


    “You were made to dance, Araya. You used to keep me up all night twirling away in my belly.”


    Her face melted into a goofy smile and she giggled to herself. Her laugh was contagious, and I remember laughing with her and I didn’t even know why we were in a fit of giggles.


    “Why are we laughing?” I asked her.


    “I was just thinking…” Her fingers shifted through my hair, pushing it away from my face. “You were my little baby belly dancer. Get it? Belly dancer?”


    We laughed until our cheeks hurt.


    Later when we finally settled down, we were on our sides facing each other and she played with my hair.


    “Don’t ever settle with limitations, Araya. You’re my daughter and if you wanted to touch light, you’d find a way. Remember you’re as strong as you push yourself to be, so push with all that you are. Show everyone how bright you can shine.”


    


    “Those secret smiles are driving me crazy, Araya,” Ryland said softly.


    I smiled for him this time. “I’m sorry. I was thinking about my mom.”


    “Were you two close?”


    I nodded. The pain stung my eyes. “She was more than just my mother. She was my other half.”


    “I’m sorry it’s a pain you have to know.”


    “Me too.”


    We lapsed into silence as we walked.


    “Where are we going?” I asked finally.


    I wondered if we were heading in certain direction or just aimlessly walking.


    “I think you’ll know once we get there.”


    I frowned, wondering how I was possibly going to know where we were, when I stopped, breathing in deeply. The rich, savory smell overwhelmed my senses and my mouth watered. It was either swallow or drown in my own saliva, and I didn’t think I could die without getting to taste whatever produced such a divine aroma.


    My stomach growled and I covered it with both hands as if that were going to contain the sound. I was mortified and I didn’t dare look back at Ryland. I may not be able to see, but he could, and I was about a hundred shades of red right now.


    His deep chuckle stirred the back of my hair as he came to stand behind me and his hand wrapped around my elbow, pulling me closer instead of moving me forward.


    “Are we here?” I asked as if I didn’t already know.


    “Your stomach seems to think so. It’s like a hound dog.” He teased, but I was pretty sure I could have died right then and there, no longer caring if I got to taste the food.


    “I skipped breakfast.”


    Something I would never do again.


    He laughed again. “Come on.” He waited for me to take a step before helping me. “They make the best turkey sandwiches here. Do you like turkey?”


    Did I? I couldn’t even remember the last time I had anything that remotely resembled nutrition. I didn’t even remember what turkey tasted like, but I couldn’t wait to find out. How could I not like something that smelled this delicious?


    “I honestly don’t remember, but I can’t wait to find out.”
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  “You don’t remember? You’re killing me, hummingbird!”


  I grabbed a tray and moved around her, talking quietly into her hair. Truth was, I made any excuse to get close to her. Her sent was intoxicating.


  “About two steps ahead of you is a counter and a tray. Take one and move to your left. We’re in line. We just move with it.”


  Her movements were slow at first, but she fell into step quickly and moved as the line did. I watched her as she listened for the signs that the person in front of her moved and it was her turn to do the same. The sound of dragging feet, the shift in the air, the sound of clothes rustling—all the signs any seeing person would hardly notice—was what she used to guide her.


  She was practically jumping up and down as we moved toward the front so we could order our food. Her excitement was contagious, and for no reason at all, I felt just as excited. It’s not like I hadn’t eaten here a million times before, but getting to experience a first for Araya gave me a buzz.


  “You’re as excited as a kid in a candy store,” I told her as the line stalled.


  “I’ve never been inside a candy store.”


  I frowned. “I know I’m sounding like a broken record, but how is that possible?”


  She lifted a shoulder. “I’m sure I’m not the only one.”


  “Everyone should get to experience a candy store at least once in their life. I’m taking you,” I said.


  She looked back over her shoulder and a smile tugged at her lips. “Okay.”


  “Hi,” the girl behind the counter said automatically. “What can I get you guys?”


  I ordered my turkey sandwich and started to read off a few of my favorites for Araya to choose from, but she stopped me, ordering the same thing. I paid the girl, and because I wanted to touch her again, I placed my hand on the small of Araya’s her back, moving her to another line. When our order was up, I grabbed the two plastic to-go boxes in one hand.


  “What kind of chips do you like?”


  She frowned. She did that whenever she didn’t know an answer.


  “I don’t want to brag or anything, but I’m kind of the master when it comes to choosing the right kind of chips. Do you trust me?”


  Her smile was sweet, and I wanted nothing more than to lean over and taste it. When she nodded, I grabbed two bags of BBQ chips and bit the corner to free up my hand to grab a bottle from the cooler.


  “Do you care if we eat outside?”


  “No, that sounds nice.”


  “Follow me,” I told her, walking with my back toward the door. “The door is about eight steps straight in front of you.”


  Her steps were swifter. She was more sure of herself as she followed me outside. She found the doorframe easily and moved through it.


  “Take two steps and then feel.”


  Her hands were soft as they touched my chest and I tried to feel guilty at her shocked expression, but I couldn’t.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, I—” She stopped and her head tilted slightly. “You did that on purpose.”


  “Is it wrong that I’m not even a little sorry either?” She blushed. “Take my arm.”


  Her tiny fingers curved around the muscle of my bicep and I felt the hint of pressure from her fingers. I realized she was secretly exploring.


  When we got to an empty table, I set everything down and pulled out her chair, helping her into it. I moved her food in front of her. When she pushed back the lid, the heat of the sandwich escaped, and her eyes slid closed and she breathed it in. Picking up the sandwich, I watched her closely. The second her teeth sank into it, a soft sound broke through and she chewed slowly. Never would I see this sandwich the same again. She’d turned it into something incredibly sexy.


  “Is it good?”


  


  


  
    Araya [image: 1]


    Twenty-Two


    


    


    I paused for a second, but that was a second too long, and I finished the bite before answering his question.


    “Yes,” I said and it came out in a dreamy sigh.


    “I’m glad.” I listened to the rustle as he opened the bag of chips, pushing them in my direction. “Try one.”


    It took me a second to find the opening. I brought the chip to my mouth and took a bite and the strong flavor quickly attacked my taste buds, coating them in smoky zest.


    “What do you think?”


    “It’s delicious! What is it?”


    “What is it? You’re kidding, right?”


    “No. It doesn’t taste familiar.”


    “They’re BBQ.”


    “I love it!” I popped another chip in my mouth and it dissolved on my tongue.


    He laughed. “Here,” he said, taking my hand and placing something in it.


    Holding it in both of my hands, I explored. When I felt along the long neck and the opening at the top, I realized it was a bottle.


    “What is it?” I brought it to my lips and let the cool liquid slide down.


    “Do you like it?”


    I nodded, sucking down the sweet stuff greedily.


    “Good.” And I could hear the smile in his words. “It’s SoBe. Strawberry something or other. It’s pink, so I grabbed it.”


    “Is pink your favorite color?” I asked when I took a breath.


    He snorted. “No. Pink’s a girl color. I know real men wear pink and all, but it’s not my style.”


    “A girl color?” I laughed. “Isn’t that a little sexist?”


    “Sure, BBQ chips are lost on you, but the definition of sexist you know.”


    “Ha. Ha.” I licked my lips, conquering each crumb of tangy goodness. “I didn’t eat a lot of junk food before my accident and I eat zero now.”


    “No junk food? How do you live?” he mocked.


    I knew he meant it as a joke, but thinking of my mom and being with Ryland today, he made me realize how much I was missing, how much of my life I’d let pass me by in the last four years. How do you live? It was a simple answer—I wasn’t. I was surviving.


    Tolerating my life. And why? Because I didn’t have a choice? Because I’m blind? Because my mom died? I was using all of that as an excuse not to live. I had let Nina and Carl convince me that I could do nothing, be nothing, because I was blind. Ryland was different. He treated me like an equal. He pushed me and I liked it.


    I didn’t know what my face looked like, but something in my expression caused Ryland to curse and turn my chair out toward him. One of his legs slipped between mine and his bare skin felt warm against mine. The contact sent a small shiver up my spine and a tingle through my thighs. His hand curved around the side of my neck and his thumb stroked the sensitive skin there, and my heart stalled.


    “I’m sorry. I don’t know what it is that makes me say the dumbest things around you.”


    I shook my head, wanting to reassure him. “No, it’s fine. You didn’t say anything to upset me. I was just thinking.”


    “Thinking about what?”


    “Living.” I lifted my head, wishing I could see his face. “Do you live, Ryland?” He cleared his throat and I could feel the tension tightening his body, and I wanted to take back my question. “Did I say something wrong?”


    “No,” he said, but his hand dropped away from my face and I had to hold back the urge to stop him. “I’m just embarrassed by my answer. I take so much for granted, including life.”


    “I think we all do. It’s human nature,” I said, touching his leg. “We live to survive and we survive to live, and in between that, we forget the point of it all.”


    “It’s a vicious circle, isn’t it?”


    “Yes.”


    We sat there quietly and I wondered what he was thinking, wishing I hadn’t said anything. Everything was going perfect and I felt like my mood had ruined it.


    “I didn’t mean to spoil—”


    “What are you talking about?” he said, stopping me. “You didn’t spoil anything. I’m still having a good time. Are you?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then nothing is spoiled. Are you ready to get out of here?”


    “Are we going back already?” I tried not to sound too disappointed.


    “Nope. I have a surprise for you.”


    I didn’t even know how to respond to that, so I said lamely, “For me?”


    He laughed and took our stuff to the trash before coming back to take my hand and pull me up.


    “We just have to stop by my car first.”


    I tried not to let those words terrify me.
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  When we got back to my car, I opened the back door and pulled out a wrapped box. I realized I probably didn’t have to wrap it, but I didn’t feel like Araya should be shorted the little things just because she couldn’t see them.


  She was standing next to the car, looking over my shoulder and anxiously waiting for me to give her what I had. I shut the door and turned toward her.


  I handed her the box and she looked at me as her confusion deepened.


  “Open it.”


  I held one of the ends for her as she pulled off the shiny paper. I smiled because I knew she wanted to rip into it as much as she wanted to save the stuff.


  When she finally pulled it all off, I took it from her and she pulled off the lid. Her fingers reached out and she touched the baby-pink satin.


  Her head snapped up and she looked at me with wide green eyes. “You got me ballet shoes?”


  “I figured if you were going to start dancing again, you were going to need them.”


  She pulled the shoes out and I took the box from her so she could examine them.


  “It’s been so long since I’ve held or even worn a pair of dance shoes.”


  “You said it was hard for you to dance without them. I didn’t want you to miss out.”


  “Thank you!”


  “I’m glad you like them.”


  “Are you kidding? I LOVE them!”


  I looked at my watch. “We have ten minutes to get to part two of your surprise, so we better leave now.”


  I put the box in the passenger side of the car, grabbed the sweater from the seat, and locked the doors.


  “Part two?” she asked, confused.


  “Yep. Oh, and Careless said to give this to you.” I handed her the sweater. “She said it would go with whatever you were wearing.”


  “What does it look like?”


  I laughed. “It’s just a short black sweater,” I said as I helped her put it on. “It’s got these strings.” I held them in my hands and pulled on them, pulling her to me. “Careless said to wrap them around you and tie it in the front.” I followed her instructions.


  “It smells like rain,” Araya said and shivered against the cool night.


  “Yeah. Looks like rain clouds moving in. There, perfect.”


  “Thank you.”


  I brushed my lips across hers and she sighed. “You’re welcome. Let’s go.”


  It didn’t quite take us ten minutes to get to the small building two blocks down. It was one of the older office buildings in the city, with bars on the windows and all its original moldings.


  The tile floor in the entryway was a black-and-white checker and matched the inside of the building too. We pushed our way up through the double glass doors.


  “We have to climb some steps. You up to it?”


  “I’ll be fine.”


  She smiled and I grabbed her hand as we made our way up the staircase to the second floor. The wood was old and dark, creaking under our weight. I took out the key, unlocked the double doors, and pushed them open. I led her in first.


  “Are we here?”


  “Yep.” I flipped on the light.


  She stopped just inside and breathed in deeply.


  “I know that smell.” She knelt down and touched the smooth wood floors with her fingers. “It’s a cleaner used in dance studios to protect the floor.” She smelled her fingers. “My mom used it too.”


  “I rented it for the night.” I talked fast before she could freak out. “The floors are brand new wood. There are banisters along two of the walls, both brand new. This wall over here”—I turned her in the direction—“has one big mirror from floor to ceiling.”


  It was still early out and the evening sun was casting shadows along the recently polished floor.


  “Over here in the corner, there’s a piano.”


  She was just standing there clutching her shoes to her chest and staring in the direction of my voice.


  Walking up to her, I cupped her face. “Are you upset? I thought you’d be happy. I wanted to make you happy, not angry.”


  “I’m not angry. It’s just that I haven’t been a studio in such a long time. I forgot how much I loved the smell of the wood.”


  “You said before that your mom owned a dance studio. What happened to it?”


  “After the accident, Nina took care of all my mom’s arrangements. She said she needed to sell the studio to pay for what the insurance didn’t. I didn’t want her to sell it. It was where I grew up. We practically lived there at times. It was the only thing my mom owned free and clear, and when life got hard, it was our home. But what could I do? I was only fifteen at the time.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “I’m not sorry that you brought me here. Thank you.”


  “I thought maybe I could play and you could dance?”


  “Ryland, I don’t think—”


  I pulled her to me and my lips stopped her from telling me she couldn’t. When I pulled away, she swayed against me.


  “Yes, you can, hummingbird.”


  I jogged backward toward the piano in the corner. She looked in my direction over her shoulder and giving in, she sat on the floor to put on her shoes.


  When she was done lacing the ribbon up her bare legs, she stood slowly and started to bend the shoes forward and backward before trying to balance on her toes.


  “How do they fit?”


  “Perfectly,” she said, still trying to balance.


  “Do you want something slow or fast?” I asked, getting comfortable on the bench.


  “Let’s start out slow.”


  “Hummingbird?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You look damn sexy in those shoes.”


  I hit the first note before she could say anything. Just as she requested, I started out slow and there was no rhyme or reason for the melody. I let her inspire me and I made it up as I watched her dance.


  She started out slow, unsure of her movements as she tried to perform different moves. She lost her balance over and over as she tried to keep herself from falling completely over. I could see the frustration setting in, making it harder for her to dance.


  She ran her fingers through her hair and sighed as she just stood there rocking her feet outward. I let the music fade away and I straddled the bench, watching her.


  “I can’t do it,” she said angrily, staring down at her feet. “I’m not ready.”


  “You’re overthinking it. Did you have to think about dancing before?”


  “No, but I wasn’t blind before.”


  “I saw your last dance, Araya. You could have done it with your eyes closed.”


  Her head snapped up. “What?”


  “I looked you up,” I confessed. “I know about your scholarship to Julliard. I’ve seen you dance and I know you can do this.”


  “Stop telling me what I can and can’t do! I know myself better than you think you do.”


  “If you’re telling me that you honestly cannot do this, that you’re not sabotaging yourself by using the blind card, I’ll stop. We’ll stop right now and I won’t bring it up again.”


  I shut the cover to the keys and it closed with a snap. I moved to get up.


  “Stop,” she said, holding her hand out to me. “Start again.” I smiled. “Don’t smile,” she scolded, but that only made me smile bigger.


  Lifting the cover, I pressed down on the keys and the soft sound carried throughout the room, swirling around Araya’s spinning body. I watched her as she took the simple dance moves and transformed them into something spectacular.


  She kept it modest, not straying far from her comfort zone and for now that was good enough for me. She was dancing and I could tell she was having the time of her life.


  I slowed the song, letting her know it was coming to an end before I played the last chord. Getting up, I walked over to her, clapping.


  Araya stood there with her back arched and her hands connecting over her chest, and her hair was a waterfall of flames down her back. She was breathing hard and her body was bathed in a fine sheen of sweat.


  She straightened and I lifted her against my body, wrapping her in my arms. She hugged me tightly, bending over to kiss me, and her hair fell around us.


  “How did it feel?”


  “Amazing!” she screamed and I laughed. “Thank you so much,” she said, kissing me all over my face. “For the amazing sandwich, for the shoes, for the amazing night, and for believing in me. Most of all for believing in me, Ryland.”


  “You did this because you believed in yourself, but I’m happy I could help.”


  She wanted to go through the routine one more time before we left. She probably would have gone again, but I reminded her that it would be getting dark out and I wanted to take her home before it got too late.


  “Actually, Carl said he would pick me up at the park.”


  “I can take you,” I insisted, holding the door open for her as we walked out of the building.


  “It’s fine, really.”


  “Are you embarrassed by me?” I was only half teasing her.


  “Ha-ha! It’s just I already asked him so he’ll be expecting me.”


  “What time is he picking you up?”


  “Uh, seven.”


  “We have some time. Let’s sit in my car and then I can take you back, okay?”


  I was hoping if I said it fast enough she wouldn’t have time to focus on what I said. I opened the back door and she looked over at the car like it was trap.


  “I promise we’ll just sit for a few minutes and you can keep the door open.”


  She took a deep breath. “I know what you’re up to.”


  “No good. Always no good, I promise.”


  “Cute. Wait, why do you have the back door open?” she said suspiciously.


  “We’re going to try an experiment.”


  I helped her in before she could protest and walked around to my side of the car.


  “What kind of experiment?”


  I moved as close as I could toward her, pulling her by the waist the rest of the way. I slid her legs up and over mine so they hung off the side and our hips met.


  I lifted her face so I could look at her and pushed back her hair.


  “I know why you can’t be in cars. I can’t say I know how you’re feeling, but I understand. I figured maybe if we could create new, more pleasurable memories, we could take away your fear. And if not, then we’ll just have broken the record for the most steamy make-out session in car history.” I brushed my lips across hers. “I’m more than willing to see this through no matter how long it takes.”


  I bit her bottom lip gently and she gasped before wilting into my touch. I pulled on her lip, sucking on it softly, and her fingers grabbed at my shirt. I ran the tip of my tongue across the seam of her lips and they opened willingly.


  I ran my hands up and down her thigh, down and around her calf, and then back up. Each time my hand moved farther up her thigh, and I fought with myself to slow down and take my time enjoying her sweet noises and soft touches.


  She was just as restless as I was and she shifted, trying to get closer. I wanted nothing more than to appease her. Grabbing her by her hips, I lifted her until she straddled my lap.


  Her hair fell around us and I pushed it against the side of her face, holding her cheeks in my hands. I ran my thumbs under her jaw and my lips swept down her chin as I nipped at her neck. Her head fell back, giving me all the room I needed.


  I traced her collarbone and down the hollow of her throat with my tongue. Her fingers tangled in my hair and tightened around the strands. The interior of the car filled with the heavy sound of our breath.


  I moved my hands up her ribs and my thumbs pressed against the sides of her breasts. She arched into me and that was all the encouragement I needed before my hands covered them.


  Her head fell forward and she moaned into my mouth, pushing herself harder in my hands. I leaned over and gently bit her nipple through her dress, and she sucked in a sharp breath. Her hips were moving against me and I knew she could feel how hard I was and how much I wanted her.


  When I realized how much I wanted her, it sent off an alarm inside my head, and I dropped my hands away and leaned my head into the seat. I dug my fingers into my eyes and listened to her raspy breathing.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to get that far, but I have a hard time telling myself no when it comes to you.”


  “You don’t have to stop, Ryland,” she said softly.


  “Yes, I do because your first time isn’t going to be like this… in the backseat of my car.”


  I wasn’t expecting her to correct me when I mentioned her first time. She moved to climb in the seat next to me and I helped her fix her dress.


  “I have to get back to the park before Carl gets there.”


  “Okay, let’s go.”


  We held hands and made small talk about the date and her dancing as we made our way back to the park.


  There were a few stragglers left in the park as we stopped in front of her tree. I looked up into the sky, at the setting sun.


  “It’s almost dark,” I told her as she leaned against the tree.


  “He’ll be here soon. You don’t have to wait around.”


  I frowned, looking over at her. “There’s that feeling that you’re trying to get rid of me again.”


  I rested my arm above her head and leaned into her. She automatically molded against me.


  “I just don’t want him to cause a scene.”


  “You’re sure that’s all?” I tucked her hair behind her ear.


  “I promise.”


  I didn’t like leaving her here all alone, but I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. My phone went off then and I pulled it from my pocket to look at it.


  “Sebastian?” she asked.


  “Yeah, he needs me to pick him up.” I sighed and put the phone back in my pocket. “I don’t know how I became his personal driver.”


  She reached up and kissed my cheek. “You’re a good brother.”


  “I’ll see you tomorrow?”


  “Monday.” She sounded as upset as I felt.


  “Monday, then,” I whispered, kissing her softly.
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  I woke with a start. I didn’t remember falling asleep, and wondered how much time had gone by since Ryland dropped me off.


  I placed my hands on the ground and my fingers shifted in the dirt as I sat up straighter against my tree. Looking around, I couldn’t locate any shadows of people to indicate there was anyone around. It was total darkness.


  “Hello?” I said softly and waited. “Is there anyone here?” My eyes darted back and forth, and I chewed on my lip.


  The park was quiet, no sound except for the wind as it danced through the leaves of the trees. I shivered as I realized it was colder now, and the faint scent of rain misted the air. I knew it was dark in the world around me, and even though no one was here, that comforted me.


  Carl was later than usual, and part of me worried that he forgot he was supposed to pick me up after work. Spending the night alone in the park wasn’t ideal, and I prayed he didn’t forget.


  Leaning my head back, I thought about my afternoon with Ryland, and despite the cool temperature, my skin burned with a flush of warmth. I could still feel the whispered caress of his lips across my skin. I touched my lips and they tingled. They still felt swollen from Ryland’s kisses and I licked them lightly.


  The taste of him lingered on my tongue and I never wanted it to fade. It was sweet and addicting. I craved his lips on me again, to feel his warm breath against my face, my neck. My fingers trailed down my neck, over the spots his mouth had been earlier. My skin prickled over the memories of the steamy afternoon and I welcomed the cool breeze.


  The burst of sudden laughter made me jump and something about the sound made a chill of fear splinter down my spine. I froze, listening to the loud shouts and slurred conversation, and it didn’t take long for me to recognize it for what it was. The unpleasant laughter echoed again, louder and from directly behind me. I tried to shrink into the tree, hoping the trunk would somehow make me invisible to whoever was getting closer.


  Unfortunately, that didn’t happen, and I knew the second they saw me.


  “Well, well, well, what do we have here?”


  The question was a garbled mess as it spilled from drunken lips.


  I could hear the sound of liquid as it splashed against glass and knew they were taking a drink of whatever liquor they had on them.


  “Aren’t you a pretty little thing?”


  His words made my stomach twist and their obnoxious laughter filled me with dread.


  I kept my head down, hoping to avoid eye contact with either of them. The last thing I wanted them to figure out was that I couldn’t see them. Maybe if I didn’t give them any kind of reaction, they would get bored and move on. But when I heard their clumsy footsteps moving closer, I knew that wasn’t going to happen.


  “Aw, don’t be shy now, baby,” the guy to my right whined, attempting to sound flirtatious. I knew he was right next to me.


  “Yeah, we won’t bite… hard.” The one on the left piped in next, and they both laughed as if they were incredibly clever.


  “Unless that’s your thing, baby. What do you think Matty? You think that’s her thing?”


  He knelt down beside me and I tried not to cower away from him.


  “You know what they say about the sweet and quiet ones, Tim.”


  “They suck good cock?”


  I choked on my next breath, finally giving them what they wanted.


  A reaction.


  The laughter that followed was pure malice and ice-cold pricks of fear covered every inch of my skin. I wanted to get up and run, but I knew I couldn’t. Running blindly would get me in more trouble than I could handle. It made me angry.


  I was angry with myself for not being able to do anything to defend myself. I was angry with Carl, and I hated him for leaving me here so late while he was off getting plastered somewhere. And for the second time in the last few days, I was angry that I was blind.


  “She looks like she would be good at more than just sucking my cock.


  They laughed again and my skin crawled.


  The one to my right brushed cold fingers up my arm and I couldn’t control flinching away from his touch.


  “Tsk, tsk,” he said, clicking his tongue against his teeth. “Don’t be like that, baby. Playing hard to get is only cute for a little while before it gets old, and right now it’s getting old… fast. Let me see that pretty face of yours.”


  I refused to look up at them, and I was glad I’d put on my sunglasses after Ryland left. Clammy fingers gripped my chin roughly, and he pulled my face toward his. The strong stench of his breath fanned my face, and I tried to pull back, but he gripped harder, jerking me forward. I cried out when his fingers dug into my jaw. He pulled the glasses from my face, and instinctively I squeezed my eyes shut.


  “Now I can see that pretty little face of yours.”


  The sound of plastic snapping filled the quick silence between their laughter and the crack of thunder rumbling off in the distance.


  “I think you may have to start this party without me,” his drunken friend said from behind me, and a loud thump signaled his fall.


  His parting words made me want to throw up, but the fear lodged in my throat was the only thing keeping me from being sick.


  “Don’t worry, bro.” Each word struck my face in hot, disgusting pants. “We’ll make do without you.”


  “Save some for…” His sentence slurred and cut off as he passed out.


  “Come on, sweetheart. Show me why it’s the quiet ones we have to look out for.”


  He grabbed a fistful of my hair and I was helpless to stop his lips crushing against mine roughly. His lips were clammy and felt rubbery, and he used his tongue to push between mine, but I clamped my lips shut with my teeth.


  His drunkenness made him clumsy and he fell against me, crushing me to the tree, and I fell back on my elbows. My back and arm burned as the jagged edges of the bark cut into my bare skin. He was thrown off balance and his lips slid across my cheek, leaving a trail of saliva.


  I took that opportunity to scream as loud as I could, directly into his ear. He screeched, clamping his hand over my mouth, hitting my head into the tree. The edges of my teeth cut into the sensitive part of my lip, and I tasted blood.


  “You stupid bitch!” he hissed in my ear and tried to crawl to a sitting position again.


  His fingers dug into my cheek and my head started to pound. My eyes watered over, but I blinked hard, forcing the tears away. I couldn’t let him see me cry!


  He was finally able to sit up, and my body shifted under his. My back was on fire as the hard roots dug into my flesh. My hands moved to push myself up, and that’s when I felt it. Without thinking my fingers covered the stone, and I lifted my arm, putting all my weight into the swing.


  I didn’t know where it was going, but at this point I didn’t care. He screamed in pain as the rock connected with his face, and I took a tiny bit of pleasure in the sound of bone crushing. He fell away from me and I wasted no time scrambling to my feet. I fell back against the tree, but I was quick to straighten and get the hell out of there.


  I took off in the opposite direction. My arms held in front of me as I prayed I didn’t run into a tree or trip on something. The only thing that kept me from going into full-on panic was that I could still hear him wailing behind me, and the sound only grew in the distance.


  I screamed as I bumped into something solid, and familiar arms wrapped around me, holding me tightly. I only struggled for a second before Ryland’s familiar smell engulfed me with a sense of security, and I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I clung to him, sobbing into his chest, and my legs could no longer hold me up.


  Ryland supported my weight, pulling me up against his body. His arm slipped under my knees and he cradled me against him. My arms slipped around his neck and I buried my face into his warmth, his safety, as the tears poured from me.


  “Shh,” he soothed into my hair, holding my head protectively. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.”


  We were moving and then he was lowering us into a sitting position and I realized he was putting me down.


  I clung to him, my fingers dipping into his clothes. “Please don’t leave me, Ryland.” I begged. “Please just hold me.”


  “They can’t hurt you, Araya. I’ll be right back.” He was untangling my arms from around him, despite my desperate effort to keep him close.


  “What are you going to do?” I panicked.


  “Stay here.” He ignored my question and I could feel his anger rolling off him in violent waves.


  “Ryland. Please, please don’t leave me!”


  I had a death grip on his hand and I wasn’t about to loosen it.


  “Shit!” he hissed. “Sebastian!” he shouted and I jumped. “I’m sorry,” he said to me and then he was kneeling in front of me. “Sebastian’s here. He’s going to sit here with you until I come back.”


  “Why do you have to go at all, Ryland? Please just stay here with me!”


  I heard the approaching footsteps behind me and knew it was no use.


  “Everything’s going to be okay.”


  His lips brushed against mine and I flinched, instantly regretting it when I felt Ryland stiffen.


  “I’m sorry. You caught me off guard.” I tried to reassure him


  “Stay here with her!” he barked to Sebastian.


  “Where are you going?” his voice was hard, raspy. It was completely different from Ryland’s.


  There was silence after his question and I wondered what was being exchanged that I couldn’t see.


  “Stay with her until I get back.”


  And then he was gone.


  Sebastian rocked nervously on his feet beside me and that made me feel anxious. Was he nervous for Ryland or was he nervous because he had to babysit the blind girl?


  “Don’t worry,” he said suddenly and I jumped. “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay.”


  The wind had picked up and my teeth chattered. I wrapped my hands around my bare arms and rubbed them up and down.


  “Don’t worry about what?”


  “He won’t kill them,” he said simply.


  I turned my head in his direction. “Is that supposed to comfort me?”


  “It was, yeah.”


  I looked straight ahead again. “Thanks, I guess.”


  My legs bounced up and down, and even after Sebastian’s words, I was far from comforted.


  “Can you see him?”


  “No.”


  “We shouldn’t have let him go.”


  “Honestly, Red, I wasn’t going to stop him. Those assholes deserve whatever they have coming to them. I would have done it myself if Ryland hadn’t.”


  Tears slid down my face and this time I didn’t jump when the thunder filled the silence. The smell of rain filled my nose, and I breathed in deeply. Seconds later, I felt the first drops on my arms and wiped them away.


  “Here he comes,” Sebastian said, and my chest nearly caved in with relief.


  I stood and Ryland was there, his arms wrapped around me, pulling me into his warmth, and I melted into his embrace.


  “Do me a favor,” he said above my head. “Go wait for me over there.”


  I felt the jerk in his body under my cheek and I lifted my head.


  I tried to turn in Ryland’s arms, but he wasn’t having it. “What are you doing?”


  Both ignored me, and I heard his brothers retreating footsteps.


  “Sebastian,” I called after him, and the sound of his steps stalled.


  I wanted to beg him not to go. I wanted him to talk sense into Ryland, not be his sidekick, but they both were beyond the point of listening to me. Sebastian would do whatever Ryland asked him to do and then add in his own suggestions. He’d just said as much.


  My voice wouldn’t be the voice of reason tonight. So instead, I just said, “Thank you for waiting with me.”


  “You’re welcome,” he mumbled, walking off.


  We were alone.


  I could feel the tension underneath Ryland’s bunched muscles. He was so angry, and it terrified me. I was petrified that he was going to say this was becoming too hard, that he didn’t want to have to be my babysitter, constantly having to come to my rescue because some jerkoff spouted something off about my blindness or pushed me on the street. Because I couldn’t protect myself from a couple of drunk guys who liked to rough up girls.


  “You’re freezing,” Ryland said into my hair and pulled back to take off his jacket. “I should have given this to you earlier, I’m sorry.” He wrapped his jacket around my shoulders, and then pulled me back into his arms.


  “I’m fine. You’re here. That’s all that matters now.”


  “I should’ve been here earlier. Why are you still here, Araya? Where’s Carl? You said he would be here to get you before it got dark.” I swallowed hard. I’d never seen him this angry before. “Do you know what could have happened to you tonight? What they would have done…” His voice trailed off.


  “I’m fine, Ryland. Honest.” I was far from fine, but I wasn’t about to admit that to him.


  “You don’t have to do that for me.” He sighed. “Don’t downplay what happened to make me feel better. This isn’t about me. I don’t need you to comfort me.”


  “I know. He really didn’t do anything, but—”


  “Don’t,” he whispered. “I can’t talk about what they did to you, Araya. Not yet. If I think about him touching you, I’ll go back and kill the son of a bitch.” I shuddered at the thought and Ryland pulled me closer.


  We were both quiet for a long time, just standing there while Ryland held me close. The promise of rain dampened my skin and the thick scent altered the air around us, becoming dense and muggy.


  No sooner had I thought it before everything around us was being bathed in a warm sprinkle. It was light and drizzled against our bodies softly. My clothes began to stick to my skin and my hair weighed down heavily.


  Ryland pulled me to him and rushed us across the grass in search of protection. Seconds later we were under shelter and safe from the rain. I shivered violently inside of Ryland’s jacket and pulled it tighter against me.


  “Are you okay?” he asked, rubbing his hands up and down my covered arms.


  I shook my head. “How did you know to come?” I finally asked. “Not that I’m complaining.” I attempted to make him smile.


  If he smiled, I didn’t feel it in his words. “I don’t know. I knew there was something off this afternoon when I brought you back here. You were in too much of a rush to get rid of me.”


  “I could have just been tired of your company.”


  He scoffed and that made me smile. “I find that highly unlikely.”


  “Why?”


  “For the same reason I don’t get tired of you.”


  I lifted my head, resting my chin on his chest. “What reason is that?”


  “Because you’re too damn addicting, hummingbird. Everything about you… I’m always left wanting more. I want all of you, all the time, every day, and the more I’m with you, the stronger the craving gets.”


  His words sucked the air from around us and I fought to fill my lungs long enough to take a breath.


  I knew exactly how he felt.


  “We have to call the cops,” he finally said.


  I panicked. “No, we can’t. If Nina found out what happened, she’ll never let me leave the apartment again. I won’t get to see you anymore.”


  Then I wondered if maybe that’s what he wanted and could I really blame him if he did? He didn’t want to spend the rest of his life feeling like he had to take care of me, and no matter what I said or how much I learned, that’s honestly how everyone was going to see me.


  “Is that what you want? If it is, I won’t be hurt. I won’t fight it.”


  I looked up and his face was a dark smudge against the moonlight.


  “Of course not,” he growled. He cupped both my cheeks and his hands heated my skin. He tensed as if he wanted to say more, but he didn’t. “I won’t let that happen.” He leaned his forehead into mine. His breath was warm and sweet, chasing away the scent of stale beer, bad breath, and fear. “Does it hurt?”


  His thumb brushed over the corners of my mouth and along my bottom lip and I remembered the fingers that had dug into my jaw. I’d forgotten all about it, but a mark must have been left, and running my tongue over my bottom lip, I could feel the split. My tongue moved over the inside of my cheek. It was tender, but nothing I couldn’t handle.


  “No. I’m sorry, Ryland. I…” I didn’t know what else to say.


  “For God’s sake, Araya, why are you sorry? You didn’t do anything wrong. Please tell me you know that.”


  “I’m sorry you have to keep coming to my rescue


  “Your rescue? Hummingbird, you made a mess of that asshole’s face. You have no idea how proud of you I am.”


  I frowned. “I did?”


  “Hell yeah, you did! Broke his nose. I found him whimpering like a damn baby in a fetal position. He was soaked in blood.”


  It wasn’t something to be oddly delighted by, but I was. “I broke his nose?”


  He laughed, kissing my forehead. “You’re a feisty little hummingbird. A modern-day Mohammed Ali.”


  “You’re proud of me?”


  It had been so long since I’d heard those words. They danced around my head.


  “Yes, Araya. Besides, everyone needs to be rescued sometimes, so don’t for one second think you need it more than the next person.”


  “I love you so much, Ryland.”


  With all my heart it was true. I had fallen madly in love with the boy who made the world I lived in a beautiful kind of darkness. He made me want to live again, when all this time I’d just been surviving a life I thought I would be forever chained to. He pulled me away from the lies and excuses I choked down to convince myself I couldn’t do anything extraordinary. I had let it consume me, limit me. I was done.


  I didn’t think I would ever fall in love, but I did and it didn’t matter if he loved me too. He gave me something much more and there was nothing I could give him that was half as amazing, but I could love him. I would love him always and then I would reach beyond that and love him until forever. My life would never be as bright as it was when he was in it, and that’s what I was going to take with me.


  “Araya…” he started, and I felt the beginning of dread.


  The second my name left his lips, I heard my name being ripped angrily through our moment from a distance.
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    I didn’t have time to absorb what Araya had just told me before she was being shouted at from somewhere behind us.


    “It’s Carl,” Araya whispered franticly.


    I turned my head in the direction of the shout and narrowed my eyes. Pulling her closer, I watched Carl stumble drunkenly around in the dark.


    “He’s plastered,” I said with disgust.


    If it wasn’t bad enough that she already had to be man handled once tonight, now she had to deal with it again from someone who should be protecting her.


    “It’ll be okay, Ryland.” I stared down into her face.


    “This isn’t the first time you’ve had to deal with this, is it?” She didn’t say anything. “Is it?”


    “No,” she whispered, ashamed.


    “Shit!”


    I hated that she carried an embarrassment that didn’t belong to her. No one should be shamed by this except the grown-ass man who was too drunk to keep himself upright.


    “Araya, goddamn it! Where the hell are you?” he bellowed.


    “You can’t go with him,” I told her, getting ready to scoop her up and take her away, but she was pulling away from me.


    “I have to, Ryland. I have to!”


    The panic on her face tugged at my chest, making it ache. She’d been through enough. I wouldn’t make tonight harder on her.


    “Okay, shh.” I pulled her back into my arms, wanting to keep her there, protect her from everything. “Everything will be okay.”


    I heard Carl swear and turned around in time to see him slip, landing hard on his ass in the wet grass. He crawled to his knees before standing and stumbling forward.


    “Araya!”


    “You have to go before he sees you. Please, Ryland.” She begged, pushing me away. She pulled my jacket from around her, giving it to me. “Please.”


    “You’re sure you’ll be okay?”


    “Yes! I promise.” She would agree with anything I said just to get rid of me.


    I pulled her to me quickly and brushed my lips across hers. She swayed and leaned into me. It wasn’t enough for either of us, not nearly enough. I wanted to taste her sweetness on my tongue, my lips, but he was getting louder.


    “I’ll see you tomorrow.” I brushed against her lips again and ducked from underneath the gazebo.


    “Araya—”


    “Here! I’m here, Carl.” Her sweet voice drifted across the park.


    “What the hell are you doing all the way over there? How did you even get over there?” He reached the gazebo, leaning into Araya and nearly bringing them both down.


    “I moved when it started raining.” She adjusted their weight, holding him against her, and he lugged his arm around her shoulders and her knees nearly buckled.


    “I fell on my ass, thanks to you. Wait until Nina hears about this.”


    “I’m sorry, Carl,” she said.


    “I’m sure you are. Let’s go.” He straightened himself and took Araya’s arm, pulling her into the dark.


    Hearing her apologize to that jackass was the last straw and I moved to rush to her, but a firm hand caught my arm.


    “Don’t do it, little brother. Seems like you’ll only make it worse on her.”


    I pulled my arm free, glaring at him, which caused him to tilt his head to the side, backing away with his hands up.


    I turned around to watch them leave.


    “Carl sounds like a dick face,” Sebastian said behind me as I watched Araya being dragged roughly away by her arm.


    My eyes narrowed into sharp slits and my fists clenched tightly at my side as I watched Araya trip and Carl nearly rip her arm from its socket. If she hadn’t already been through so much tonight, I would’ve gone after them and showed Carl what it felt like to be dragged around like a rag doll. Then I’d take her away from those people.


    Turning away, I stalked past Sebastian. “Let’s do this fast,” I snapped.


    “What exactly are we doing? Not that I’m not in, just wondering if you have a plan.”


    “Yep. You take him.” I pointed to the passed-out one. “I got this one.” Walking around his limp body, I stepped on something, causing it to snap under my weight.


    Bending over, I picked up the crushed object and realized it was Araya’s sunglasses. As much as I hated these things, it pissed me off to no end that he broke them. I didn’t want her to keep herself hidden, but it was a way for her to feel in control of something.


    “You really have it bad for this chick, don’t you?” Sebastian said, already working on his guy.


    Tossing the glasses aside, I started in on mine. “What are you talking about?”


    “Are you being serious right now? You were ready to commit murder tonight.”


    “You saw what they did to her! Are you telling me it didn’t make you want to beat the shit out of them?”


    “Yeah, it was wrong and of course I wanted to beat the shit out of these two lowlifes.” He kicked the guy’s leg, not hard, but enough that the guy moaned and attempted to turn away. “But you were ready to kill, Ry. You were loaded and cocked.”


    I didn’t say anything. Partly because I didn’t know what to say and mostly because I knew it was true. If Araya hadn’t been there, shaking in the wind like a fallen leaf in a thunderstorm, I don’t know that I wouldn’t have killed the guy. I wanted to, and murder the color of bright red had been all I could see.


    Even though he was being a pain in my ass right now, I was glad I had Sebastian here to help me. If I needed a partner in crime, I wouldn’t have asked for anyone else.


    I’d been annoyed at having to pick him up from The Underground because he lost all his money. Sebastian drank, fought, and gambled away his problems and his inheritance. Having only gotten his two years ago, half of it was already gone. He didn’t exactly want our parents’ money, but he loved to piss them off and nothing pissed off our father more than Sebastian throwing away his millions.


    As I drove him back to his apartment to sleep off his buzz, my thoughts kept going back to Araya and her strange behavior when I dropped her off at the park. She was in such a rush to get rid of me; it just felt off.


    So when I’d arrived at the park and heard her terror-filled screams, I nearly lost it. It was something I never wanted to experience again, and I made a silent vow to never let her encounter a situation like that again. She was so innocent; being locked away from the outside world had kept her oblivious to the cruelty around her. In ways, I envied that about her.


    She wasn’t completely naïve. She had loved and lost, and that made her tough. Losing her mom and sight while having to bear through that all on her own made her stronger in ways she couldn’t see, but I did. She didn’t need me or anyone else to take care of her. She needed to be pushed, to struggle and overcome those battles herself. She needed someone to believe in her, and I did.


    I thought about what she’d confessed to me earlier, and I couldn’t deny that it scared the crap out of me. I’d been torn between picking her up and kissing her with all that I was or making a clean break with her. I didn’t know what I felt, but I knew the thought of not seeing her tomorrow or the next day made my stomach twist and knot.


    The guy groaned as I jerked him around, and that only made me do it again and harder. It made me feel a hell of a lot better seeing the blood smeared all over his face. When I found him, I’d taken great pleasure in hearing him wither in pain, holding his broken nose and knowing she’d taken care of herself as best as she could. Pride for my tiny hummingbird had burst through my system. This asshole deserved it, and I hoped it left his face completely scarred. He’d gotten off easy the way I saw it, which is why I felt the need to do what we were about to do.


    Glancing up at Sebastian, I asked, “You ready?”
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    The next morning as people filled the park and the students commuted through to the nearby college, they stopped to gather around, creating a commotion of hushed whispers, pointing fingers, disgusted looks, taking pictures and videos that would be uploaded on to every social networking site there was.


    They would see the two hung-over douchebags tied and duct taped to the tree, side-by-side, naked. They would see the words in permanent marker scribbled across their chest, reading: “I’M WITH ASSHAT,” and an arrow pointing to the other guy whose chest read: “I GET DRUNK AND ATTACK INNOCENT GIRLS IN THE PARK.” It was a stretch, but we made it fit.


    They would feel the humiliation, the fear, that Araya felt when the cops walked up to take them off to jail after getting an anonymous phone call. They would feel the pain she felt when they put their hands on her delicate flesh, as the cops pulled the strategically placed duct tape from their sensitive skin, and they would cry out in pain. They would think twice before they ever touched another girl who didn’t ask to be touched by them, and now, everyone would know who they were and what they did.
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    “What did you do?” Careless demanded.


    She slipped into my room and closed the door, leaving it a crack open so she could peek out into the hallway.


    I frowned. “What are you talking about?”


    I came to stand behind her and looked through the door over her head.


    “What exactly are we looking at?”


    The hallway was empty.


    “We’re waiting,” she whispered.


    I rested my hand on the wall next her to. “Waiting for what? Why do you have to be dramatic and weird? Can’t you just pick one? Oww!” I complained when she elbowed me in the ribs. “What are we waiting for?” I asked again.


    “Annie,” she hissed, still inspecting the hall.


    “Why?”


    She turned to glare at me over her shoulder. “You really have no idea, Ryland?”


    “No, I don’t, Careless. Spit it out already.”


    She turned around, flattening herself against my door, and it clicked shut.


    “Caleb is here and he’s requesting your appearance.”


    Okay, so maybe I had a little idea.


    When I entered the sitting room, Caleb—the officer J.D. paid off nicely to take care of little problems for him—was standing in the entry. My eyes drifted toward J.D. who was pouring himself a drink.


    Leaning against the doorframe, I nodded in Caleb’s direction when he looked at me. “Caleb.”


    “Hey, Ryland.”


    Caleb Jeffery was a nice guy. Probably a little too loyal to the wrong people for his own good, but still a good guy. J.D. had him nicely wrapped around his finger.


    “Ah, there’s my son now. Ryland, you seem to be especially popular with our local law enforcement lately. Now that everyone is here, why don’t you tell us what it is my son has done this time, Caleb?”


    Caleb cleared his throat and shifted his weight, seeming uncomfortable that he had to be here at all. He looked up at me and I raised my eyebrows.


    “I figured I’d come down here and warn you before any charges were pressed.”


    “Charges? Charges pressed for what exactly?” J.D.’s voice was constricted as he controlled his growing annoyance.


    “It seems Ryland”—his eyes lifted toward mine—“assaulted a guy the other day down the street from your house and now he’s pressing battery charges. I don’t think he knows who Ryland is, but from the neighborhood, he probably assumed...”


    Okay, maybe this wasn’t what I thought it was. After everything that had happened the other night, I’d completely forgotten about the jackass I hit the day before.


    “Which leads me to assume that these charges can probably be taken care of quickly and quietly?” He didn’t wait for Caleb to respond. “I will also assume that you can handle this matter for me, Caleb?”


    My eyes narrowed as I watched Caleb and J.D. He nodded and excused himself, throwing me an apologetic glance on his way out. I know he felt conflicted between his loyalty to J.D. and feeling like a snitch.


    “You’re lucky I have someone in there that can clean up your mess.” J.D. said. “You mind telling me what the hell happened?”


    I folded my arms across my chest. “Right after you tell me what the hell you did?


    His head snapped up and his eyes narrowed, and it was in that moment that I knew. “Excuse me?”


    “It wasn’t just some random coincidence that guy was there, was it? I mean he got lucky that Araya fell into him, but I’m sure he would have figured out some other way to approach us.” He just stared at me and brought his drink to his lips. “What exactly was your plan? Did you think this was going to scare me away from her? Do you not know me at all? Blood really is the only thing that links us.” I scoffed and pushed away from the wall.
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    Twenty-Six


    


    


    I tried to count the sounds of the raindrops as they landed on the bus window, but that was actually a lot harder than I thought it would be.


    I should have stayed home today, I told myself for the hundredth time. Even though I missed Ryland more than I thought possible, I didn’t think I was ready to face him after Friday. I sighed and leaned my forehead into the cold glass.


    With the missing sun, it was darker in my world today, and it affected my mood more than I liked. I wanted to feel dark and gloomy too.


    Everything had been perfect during our date, and dancing had felt amazing and then it was ruined, and once again I hated I was blind. I was blind, but I was alive. My mother was dead, but I was still alive. I didn’t dwell on it after that. But all I could think about now was what was the point of surviving if I wasn’t living anyway?


    My blindness limited everything I did, including protecting myself, and that meant I would always be a prisoner to my blindness. I felt I was slowly wasting away in that tiny apartment, by myself, day after day. Why was life punishing me with a slow death? The atmosphere was definitely messing with my mood.


    I wish I had enough self-discipline to stay away from the Dare house today, but I didn’t. I knew Ryland was freaked about what had happened and what I had said, and I needed to see how much damage had been done.


    I hadn’t meant for the whole I love you to slip, but it did and I asked myself a million times this weekend if I could take it back, would I? The answer was the same every time. No.


    I didn’t know anything about falling in love, but I knew life was too short not to embrace it when it did happen. Ryland was good and believed in me and he pushed me to be alive, and that was everything I needed to fall for him. And I fell hard. I didn’t want to complicate things by telling myself it was too fast.


    What did time have to do with anything? If it was going to happen, it was going to happen whether I could control when or not. It was better not to think about what ifs and if this had never happened. Either way, I wouldn’t have one of them.


    “Did you hear about what happened the other night?” the lady behind me whispered, catching my attention, and I sat a little straighter in my seat, uncomfortable.


    “Yes,” her companion said sadly. “Those boys deserved what they got. Teach them to do something like that ever again.”


    I was so tempted to turn around and ask what had happened, but before I could decide, I felt Nina turn in her seat.


    “I’m sorry, ladies,” she said with false politeness. “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation, and I was curious about what happened.”


    “It’s just awful. Two of the college boys attacked a girl in the park the other night. They found the boys bound to a tree the next morning…” She cleared her throat and whispered, “Naked. They had writing all over their bodies.”


    “How terrible for the young girl. Was she okay?”


    “The article in the paper said she was doing just fine. Luckily, she was able to fight her attacker. Oh dear, this is our stop.”


    “You ladies have a good day,” Nina said as the bus slowed and they got off.


    She waited until they pulled away before she said anything.


    “Is there something you want to tell me?”


    “No.”


    “Carl said he couldn’t find you at first the other night. Where were you?”


    “I was under one of the gazebos. It was raining before he finally stumbled into the park.”


    “How did you get under the gazebo?”


    “Someone helped me.”


    “Carl hurt his leg having to traipse after you in the rain and dark.”


    “Carl hurt his leg because he was drunk and could hardly walk.”


    I blamed my courage on the bus full of people that would stop Nina from hitting me again. I could feel the anger coming off her in waves.


    “You’re not allowed to go to the park anymore, am I clear?” When I didn’t answer, that pushed her to force a reaction from me. “I won’t have my husband end up like your mother because you think you’re capable of doing things like a normal person.”


    My fist clenched in my lap, but I wouldn’t give her what she was asking for.


    “You were lucky the other night, but you won’t be lucky the next time, and if you get pregnant, I’ll give you up. We’re here.”


    She got up from her seat when the bus slowed, and I followed her off. She was extra rough as she pulled and pushed me down the block to the Dares’ house.


    Annie was there to greet us as always, but Nina declined coming in and I was shocked but happy. She used the excuse that Carl needed her back ASAP.


    She told me to call her when I was ready to be picked up and I mumbled a good-bye before Annie swept me into her warmth and ushered me inside. She took my raincoat and led me into the study to wait for Careless and the promise of something warm and sweet to drink.


    It wasn’t until she left the room that I heard the music flowing from the other room. I knew it was Ryland and I got up to follow the sound.


    I walked slowly down the hall, using the wall to feel as I went and hoping I didn’t run into anything. The closer I got, the clearer it became until finally I found the slightly ajar door allowing the music’s escape.


    I slipped inside easily and closed the doors behind me. It wasn’t very bright outside, so the room was dark and grey. The music came from the opposite corner and I made my way over to him and hoped I didn’t fall into anything. I could see the hazy brightness from the window next to his dark shadow and I moved to stand next to it. I touched the window with my fingertips and the music stopped.


    “I didn’t mean to interrupt you,” I said quietly, turning to look at him. “You didn’t have to stop playing.”


    He shifted on the bench and turned toward me. “I was just messing around. This is where I come when I don’t want to think. You find your way in here all by yourself?”


    “Yeah. The door was open. I hope you don’t mind?”


    “Why would I mind, hummingbird?”


    I shrugged and countered, “Why am I making this awkward?”


    “Because you’re nervous. Come here.” He leaned over, grabbing my hand and pulling me between his legs. “How are you?”


    “If you’re asking in general, I’m… scared. If you’re asking about the other night, I’m better.”


    “Why are you scared?”


    “Because of the way you’re acting right now. It scares me.”


    “I’m sorry. I’m fine. I was just worried about you all weekend. I didn’t like not seeing you.”


    “I didn’t ether.”


    “Did you tell Nina?”


    I shook my head. “But she knows something happened.”


    “I’m not telling you not to go to the park anymore, Araya. But I am asking you to please not stay in the park after dark.”


    “Nina said I can’t go to the park anymore.”


    “Sit with me.”


    He pulled me onto the bench next to him and his fingers moved over the keys, producing a beautiful melody with his fingers.


    “Have you ever played before?” he asked me over the soothing sound.


    “No, all my talent went into my feet.”


    He laughed and pulled me into his lap and placed my fingers on the smooth keys, his hands covering mine.


    “The basics are pretty easy. You just need to know where the main notes are.”


    His fingers pushed into mine as he showed me the essential keys. None of the sounds I made came out anywhere near as pretty as the ones he made.


    “Here, put your fingers over mine.”


    We switched places and his fingers moved as they drifted across the keys effortlessly. I recognized the melody as the one he played for me the other night.


    “What song is this?”


    “You like it?”


    “It’s beautiful.”


    “I wrote it.”


    I turned to look at him over my shoulder. “You wrote this?”


    His hands stilled and dropped away from the piano.


    “I wrote it for you to dance to. I’m thinking of calling it ‘Hummingbird.’ What do you think?”


    “I think you’re nothing short of wonderful.”


    I leaned over and kissed him. It was only supposed to be something simple and short, but the second my lips touched his, it became something more.


    His hands were all over me and then in my hair, holding my mouth to his as he devoured my lips. He stood up, bringing me with him, and the bench slid backward, making a scuffing noise. Lifting me by my waist, he set me down on the keys of the piano and they protested with a glaring sound.


    He pushed himself between my legs, and his hands wrapped around the underside of my thighs, pulling me against him. I could feel him pressing against me and I lifted my hips, wanting to feel more of him.


    He growled against the side of my neck and bent me back over the piano. His lips found the hollow of my throat and trailed down to the V of my dress.


    His teeth moved over the swell of my breast, biting lightly. When his lips found mine again, he shoved his tongue in my mouth. His hands moved up my ribs, up my back, and his fingers found the lining of my dress around my shoulder and he pulled on the material until my shoulder was bare and his lips and teeth could move over my flesh freely.


    It was the sound of my dress tearing under his eager fingers that made him stop and pull back. I slid off the keys and he moved away from me, pushing the bench, and it slid out of the way.


    Our breathing was the only sound in the room, and I adjusted my dress, pulling it back into place. My fingers felt the tiny tear in the seam around my shoulder.


    “I’m sorry,” he finally said.


    “I’m not.”


    I wished he didn’t feel the need to feel so guilty every time he touched me.


    “What exactly is it that makes you feel so guilty?”


    “I feel like I’m taking advantage of you every time we’re together like this.”


    “Why? I want it and I want you!” I said loudly.


    I heard him move and his hand shot out, wrapping around the back of my neck, pulling me hard against his body and pressing me into the wall. His hands slid up, holding my cheeks, and he nuzzled the side of my face. It became too much effort to leave my eyes open and they slid shut as his lips found mine again.


    I knew what he was attempting to do, but his plan was backfiring. My body sighed at the contact, and every curve molded against him, desperate to feel all of him.


    “If I feel you beneath me, I won’t be able to stop, Araya,” he rasped against my mouth. “I want you too damn much! I want you, all of you. I want to be buried so deep inside of you, you won’t know where I end and you begin.” His breath showered my lips with warmth.


    “I won’t want you to stop, Ryland. I need you, all of you, now and—”


    “And the rest?” He cut me off before I could finish.


    I could feel his eyes moving over my face, flushing my skin with the intensity of his stare. The rhythm of my heart increased, because I knew what he wanted me to say.


    “Say it,” he growled against my lips.


    “I don’t want to know where you end and I begin, Ryland.”


    “Araya!”


    “Shit!” Ryland growled as Annie and Careless called for me.


    Ryland kissed me softly and then he was gone and I slumped against the wall, breathing hard.
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  Twenty-Seven


  


  


  “Let me have Araya for the day,” I told Careless, leaning over her on the couch in the study. She looked up from her book and eyeballed me.


  “Again? Why this time?”


  “I want to take her somewhere.”


  She slammed the book shut and put it down on her legs.


  “I know you told me to stay out of your business, but I have to ask again, are you sure you know what you’re doing? I’ve never seen you like this with a girl before.”


  “I’m not in love, if that’s what you’re getting at.”


  “But are you falling in love, Ry?”


  Her question surprised me, but I didn’t stop to analyze it. “No. Now can I have Araya for the day?”


  She sighed and picked her book back up, flipping it open to her page.


  “Go. I have a book to finish anyway.”


  I pulled on a long piece of blond hair and pushed away from the couch.


  “Jerk!” she called after me.
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  “I want to take you somewhere today, but it’s not in walking distance.”


  I watched as her expression went from excitement to uncertainty. I’d found Araya already outside and waiting for Careless. It had stopped raining, but grey clouds lingered above.


  “We’d have to take my car to get there and I know we’ve only had one back seat session, but I thought maybe…”


  She twisted her fingers in her lap. “Couldn’t we ask Joseph to take us?”


  “We could. If you really wanted him to, he can. I really want to take you, so I don’t care how we get there, but we could tackle another fear…”


  A sly smiled tilted her lips. “Or we could make out the whole way there,” she purred.


  “You’re killing me, hummingbird.” I laughed. “Okay, we’ll take the driver.”


  She caught my arm before I could get up. “You’re not upset are you?”


  I brought her fingers to my mouth and kissed the tips. “I told you I really want to take you. I don’t care how we get there.”


  She sighed and nodded. “Okay, we’ll take your car.”


  “Araya, I’m not trying to guilt trip you. I’m okay with Joseph driving.”


  “I know, but I want to try. I think it’s time.”


  “Are you sure?”


  She smiled up at me, trying to look reassuring. “Yes.”


  I kissed her swiftly, not trusting myself to linger too long. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be going anywhere. I lifted her up and we made our way out to my car.


  As I helped her in and put on her seatbelt, I worried I was pushing her too far. I could see the slight tremble in her hands and I knew if I listened carefully I could probably hear the pounding of her heart.


  Kneeling next to her seat, I took her hand in mine.


  “Are you sure about this? I’m not being my pushy self about this, I promise. We can go at your pace for this one.”


  She squeezed my fingers. “I’m okay, I promise. Now hurry up and take me to this mystery place.”


  “You’re going to love it, I promise.”


  I turned on the car, watching her closely. She gripped the door handle, but she took a deep breath and smiled at me.


  “Ready?”


  “Yep.”


  I talked to her the entire way, making sure there was never enough time to let her think about her surroundings. When we drove past the ocean, she rolled down her window and the moist, salty air swarmed the inside of the car. She stuck her hand out the window and combed through the breeze.


  “Have you ever been to the beach?” I asked her.


  Without looking away, she said, “Nope.”


  I promised to take her there next.


  Twenty minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot of our destination and ran around the car to help Araya out. I grabbed the bag I’d packed and we walked up to the building.


  “There should be a key around here somewhere.”


  “It’s not open?”


  “Not today it isn’t.”


  “Isn’t that called breaking and entering?”


  “Only if I can’t find the key. Ah-ha!”


  I unlocked the door and let her go in first. Shutting the door, I locked it and we walked down a long hallway toward the back.


  “What’s that smell?” she asked, sniffing the air. “It smells sweet.”


  “You’ll see.”


  There was a sound coming from the back and as we got closer to it, the sound got louder.


  “What’s that buzzing noise?”


  I pushed open a door and led her outside. The whizzing noise was intense as she stepped into the small garden. Her face lifted toward the sun and she frowned.


  “What is that?”


  Moving behind her, I leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Hummingbirds.”


  I looked toward sky of the big enclosure and dozens of hummingbirds flying around.


  “Hummingbirds?”


  “They’re special. You see, all these hummingbirds you hear, they’re blind.”


  “What? They’re blind?” Her voice cracked as she looked at me.


  “Hummingbirds are born blind and as they grow they gain their sight, but these hummingbirds never did. So they keep them here so they’re safe from what they can’t see.”


  “But how do they survive?”


  “They adapt and they learn to live with their blindness.”


  She spun around in a circle, staring at the sky.


  “This is amazing. I can’t believe you found this place,” she said with tears in her eyes.


  “I knew you’d like it.” I wiped away a single tear as if fell down her cheek.


  “I love it.”


  “Come on.”


  I took her hand and moved us toward the center of the enclosure and opened the bag to pull out a blanket.


  “You can sit down.”


  She knelt onto the blanket, but didn’t sit. Instead, she lay down, staring up into the sky. The tiny bird’s shadows danced across her skin and her hair fanned out around her head like fire. I knelt down and lay next to her. My fingers found hers, entwining them together. Her head moved to look down at our hands.


  “I held my mom’s hand like this while I listened to her die.”


  


  


  
    Araya [image: 1]


    Twenty-Eight


    


    


    Ryland turned his head toward me, but didn’t say anything. The second he grabbed my hand, the memory hit me like a ton of bricks, constricting my breath.


    “We were driving home from the concert and I remember it was raining. We were both still on a high from the performance and we were singing really loudly in the car. The radio was blasting and she had looked away for just a second, one second to sing to me, and our entire world was turned upside down.


    There was something in the road, an animal or something, and she slammed on the brakes and swerved, but it was too late. The car was spinning out of control and then all of a sudden we were rolling.”


    My voice sounded far away and I was swept into the memory that I’d tucked away for so long…


    


    I sucked in a gasp and my eyes popped open, and unconsciousness was quickly replaced with fear. The rusty taste of blood coated the inside of my dry mouth, and my tongue bathed my lips. I tried to unscramble my thoughts long enough to figure out where I was. I took in another deep breath, but my lungs protested and I coughed hard.


    The jerky movement made me realize that moving was next to impossible as something felt like it was crushing the fragile bones of my ribcage. It hurt to breathe, so I took short shots of air, hoping it was enough to fill my deprived lungs. It wasn’t. In fact, it only seemed to make it worse as my head began to swim and I felt lightheaded. I had to swallow hard to hold back the urge to throw up. I was afraid I would choke on it if it came up.


    I was surrounded by a haze of thick, disturbing darkness, and no matter how hard or fast I tried to blink, I was still encaged in its restricting bleakness. I tried to turn my head, but a blaze of fire shot through my muscles, fading into my thighs, and I realized I couldn’t feel my legs.


    A whimper escaped my damp lips, and I could feel the trail of hot tears as they disappeared into my hair. The radio was on, and each thump of the bass against my back was like getting stabbed with a million needles. I tried to focus on what I could hear outside the music, anything that would take my mind away from the blinding pain.


    I thought I could hear the crackle of fire, but I couldn’t be sure. If I could escape the dark, maybe I could see something. Taking a deep breath, I held it as I turned my head farther to the side. I bit my lip to hold in the scream that tore at the inside of my throat. I couldn’t hold it in any longer and a cry broke through my lips as I completely turned my head.


    Shards of sharp glass pressed against my cheek, but I ignored the sting and blinked again. My vision was cloudy, like I was looking through water, and I blinked again, but it didn’t clear.


    “Mom?” Fear clung to my choked words.


    I waited, but there was no answer.


    “Mom?” I said louder and another sob broke through.


    Silence.


    I lifted my head, hitting my forehead on something firm. I couldn’t make out anything around me, and I dropped my head again, feeling weak. I tried to wiggle my body and found out quickly that was a big mistake. The scream that filled my ears was deafening, as pain shot through my side and coursed through my body. I was heading into full-on hysterics now, and my sobs filled the atmosphere around me.


    “Mom?” Silence. “I’m scared,” I whispered.


    I turned my head again and slid my arm over. My fingers inched over broken glass, searching for something, anything.


    She moaned.


    “Mom! ”


    I started crying harder as I felt her fingers within my grasp. My fingers slipped between the tips of hers and tugged as best as I could, calling for her again. “Mom, please… please answer me.”


    She coughed and gasped for breath and squeezed my fingers, crying out. “Araya?”


    I started crying in relief. “Yes, Mom! I’m here” I tried to turn and see her, but it was so dark and everything was blurry.


    “How badly are you hurt?” Her words were choppy as she tried to drag air through her lungs. She was struggling.


    “I can’t feel my legs,” I said slowly, trying not to cry, “and everything is blurry. There’s something in my side and pressure on my chest. You?”


    “My chest hurts. It’s hard to breath. It came out of nowhere, Araya. I didn’t see it until it was too late. I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t.”


    “Mom, it’s okay. We’re going to be okay. Help is coming.”


    Neither one of us mentioned the fact that no one knew we were here. If help were coming, it wouldn’t be anytime soon.


    “Araya, have I told you how proud of you I am?”


    “Always.”


    “Every mother deserves a daughter like you. You’ve given my existence meaning, my life reason. I’ve never loved anyone as much as I love you.”


    “Mom?” My voice cracked. She was scaring me.


    “Have I ever told you the story of how you were born?”


    “Yes,” I whispered. Why was she doing this?


    “We’d just moved into that tiny one-bedroom house with that god-awful orange paint and brown shag carpet in the bedroom. I was too far along to paint it, so we suffered through the seventies flashback. You woke me up that night, just twirling away in my belly. I didn’t even realize I was having contractions until my water broke as I ate ice cream over the sink. When I finally realized I was in labor, I tried to shave my legs and fix my hair, but you were hell bent on coming NOW. I ended up having to call 9-1-1, and the EMT delivered you in the hallway. You were so beautiful. I’d never seen anything as beautiful as you were wrapped up in a baby pink blanket and snuggled against my chest. You were everything I ever dreamed of. You were a ray of light.”


    Tears slipped down the sides of my face. “That’s my favorite story.”


    “I feel like I haven’t given you enough motherly advice. Like, laugh as often as you can. Live with no regret, because life is short and nothing is forever, Araya. Love hard and when it’s worth it, risk it all. Don’t ever stop dreaming and reach beyond your own insecurities and touch the impossible, Araya. Be kind to everyone, but don’t let them mistake that for weakness. Never get so serious that you forget how to be silly. Leave your heart open for forgiveness. Don’t let anger imprison you. Moving on makes you stronger. No matter what happens after today, never forget that I love you, Araya. I’ve loved every minute of my life spent with you and I wouldn’t change a thing that’s happened.”


    “Mom, stop it! Why are you telling me all this?”


    “You’re a strong girl, Araya. Do you hear me? You’re stubborn and brave and you’ve completed me, baby—” She coughed hard, cutting her short.


    “Stop it! Stop talking like you’re dying! Stop it! You’re going to be fine.” I was angry. I was in denial. I wouldn’t believe what she was trying to tell me. “You can’t leave me! I need you. Please, Mom, please don’t leave me.”


    “Shh, it’s okay, baby.” She squeezed my fingers.


    Her breathing was so shallow and hoarse as she strained to pull in air.


    “I’ve never regretted my life either,” I whispered. “I’ve never wished I had a father. I never wished things were different. You’ve given me everything. You’re my best friend.” She needed to know that.


    “Sing to me, baby. Sing our song.”


    “Okay, but don’t go to sleep. Okay, Mom? Don’t go to sleep.”


    “Okay, baby. Okay.”


    I could hear the shallow rasp of her breathing and I felt comforted just knowing she was there and I could feel her. I listened to the sound of my soft weeping and stared into darkness.


    


    “…I felt like I lay there forever waiting for help to come,” I said, returning to the present. “I could hear the rain all around us and I remembered it being so cold. I was so tired, but I was afraid to fall asleep. Afraid that if I did, she would die alone and I wanted her to know she wasn’t alone. I knew she wasn’t going to wake up. I knew because I could feel it all around us.”


    “What?” Ryland asked.


    “Death.”


    


    “You are my sunshine, my only sunshine. You make me happy when skies are grey.”


    I’d been singing the same song for the eighty-ninth time. It was the only way I could keep track of how much time had gone by. I just wanted her to hear my voice, to know I was there.


    She moaned in pain and her breathing shifted. She was in agony and there was nothing I could do about it. She hadn’t said anything in a long time, and I was pretty sure she’d lost consciousness. Tears poured down the side of my face and I realized help wasn’t going to get there in time.


    “It’s okay, Mom,” I rasped, my lips trembling.


    I didn’t want her to hear me cry. I wanted her to know it was okay to go, that I would be okay and strong without her. I felt like someone was ripping my heart from my chest.


    I squeezed her fingers as her hoarse breathing became lighter and lighter. I turned my head toward her.


    “You don’t have to be scared, Mom. I’m right here and I love you. I love you so much. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m going to be okay. I love you,” I whispered, and then I couldn’t hear her breathing anymore.


    The empty silence was somehow deafening and it hit me that she was finally gone. I couldn’t control the sobs as they raked through my body until I was shaking hard. I let it all out and my cries filled the night air as I mourned for my mom. I squeezed her limp fingers, not wanting to let her go.


    I woke up sometime later to unfamiliar muffled sounds. People were yelling back and forth to each other. There was the roar of something electrical and the sound of grinding metal pierced through. I could still feel my mother’s fingers between mine and I stretched my head back to try and make out what was going on. Flashing lights stained my face and my eyes couldn’t bring into focus the blurry figures


    Suddenly there was someone there, close to my face. He was asking me something, but I couldn’t make it out. I tried to drown everything out and focus on his voice.


    “We’re going to get you out! Are you okay? Can you move?” he said, but it came out in slow motion.


    I opened my mouth to tell him I couldn’t feel my legs, but nothing came out. My neck ached and I dropped it back.


    “There here, Mom. They’re going to get us out.”


    The shouting got louder and then there was no more pressure against my chest and I felt like I could breathe easier.


    


    “…All of a sudden there were hands all around me, lifting and pulling at me. I was being pulled from the car, pulled from my mother. I could feel myself losing my grip on her fingers and I held tight, resisting their tugs. I started screaming and crying, begging them not to take me away from her, but they wouldn’t listen.


    My fingers slipped from hers and then she was gone and I was being dragged free from the twisted metal cage and put into an ambulance. I was uncontrollable until I felt a cool prick in my arm and something soothing flowed through my veins until I couldn’t feel anything anymore. The next thing I remember is waking up three days later, blind and alone.”


    My words were drenched with the pain from the memory.


    “I wish there was something that I could say that could make your pain go away, Araya.”


    “I’ve never been as happy as I am with you, Ryland. That’s enough for me. I can’t be angry that I’m alive when my mom is dead. I can’t be angry that I’m blind because I never would have met you.”


    “I’ve never met anyone like you before, Araya. The way you view life and love… You’re not angry with anything that’s happened to you.”


    I turned my head toward him, and a smile tilted the corner of my lips. “Yeah, I’m kind of amazing that way.”


    He rolled over, bracing his arms on either side of my head, and we stared at each other upside down. It didn’t matter if I couldn’t see his face. I knew he was there and staring at me with those intense, smoldering blue eyes of his. I’d imagined them a million times since meeting him.


    His thumbs swept across my cheeks and his fingers caressed the sides of my neck up to my jaw. Tilting my neck back, he kissed my chin, and the dip below my bottom lip. He brushed his lips back and forth over mine, but the touch was so light I couldn’t even be completely sure it happened.


    “Yes, you are,” he whispered and kissed me softly. “I have something for you.”


    He sat back on his knees and I heard him wrestling with something.


    “You’ve already given me so much, Ryland.” I started to protest.


    “Don’t do that,” he scolded.


    “Okay, but first I have something for you.”


    “Is that what’s in the box?”


    I’d been holding the box ever since before we left the house, but he never asked me about.


    “Yep.”


    “My curiosity has been going insane.” He joked.


    “It’s nothing big, but… Well, open it.”


    I handed him the box and he opened it.


    “A birthday cupcake?”


    “Annie helped me make it. It’s got Reese’s Pieces in it. I know your birthday isn’t for another few weeks, but I wanted to be the first person to give you something.”


    His hand wrapped around my neck and he pulled me to him, kissing me swiftly.


    “It’s actually the best birthday present I’ve ever gotten, hummingbird. Thank you.”


    “My turn?”


    I laughed. “Yes.”


    “Hold out your hand.”


    When I did, he placed something small and soft on my palm. I touched the velvety box with my other hand and opened the lid.


    “It’s a necklace. Right here,” he said, moving my finger to touch a piece of the jewelry. “This is a birdcage. And right here…” He moved my fingers down the chain. “This is a hummingbird being set free. I saw it the other day and it reminded me of you.”


    I swallowed hard. “I don’t know what to say.”


    “You can say you love it and then ask me to put it on.” He teased.


    “Are you kidding me? I beyond love it! Will you put it on me?”


    He took the box from my fingers and moved behind me. I touched the charms at my neck when he put it on.


    “How does it look?” I asked when he was done.


    “Perfect.”


    I pulled him to me and his lips met mine willingly. He pressed me back into the blanket and his body covered mine completely. He planted kisses all around my face and down my neck.


    “Araya?” he whispered against my throat.


    “Yes?”


    “I’m not going to fight this anymore.” I could feel him staring down into my face. “I don’t want to fight it anymore. I thought I was doing the right thing by resisting you, but I don’t know what the right thing is anymore, but I do know that I want you and I mean more than just like this. You’re a ray of light in my life that’s full of shadows, hummingbird. I want you as long as you want me and I hope that’s a really long time.”


    It wasn’t I love you, but it was pretty close and I couldn’t ask for more. He was already giving me more than he’d given anyone else.


    “Forever, Ryland.”


    Bravely, I pulled on the bottom of his shirt and pulled it slowly up his body. He rested on one arm as he pulled it over his head.


    When he came back, his lips were on mine and his tongue sank into my mouth. I ran my hands over his bare chest, enjoying the way his skin burned beneath my hands.


    His hand slid down the side of my neck and his thumb applied a soft, firm pressure down the center. His fingers teased my collarbone and he laid his palm flat against my chest over my pounding heart.


    “Your heart is beating so fast.”


    His breath stirred the baby hairs along my hairline at my neck, and his lips created a delicious kind of torture as they moved along my skin.


    “Your body hums sweetly when I touch you. Did you know that? You’re my tiny hummingbird. So curious and beautiful.” His fingers shifted through my hair, pulling my head back gently until my neck arched, and my lips were under his. “Never change, Araya.” And then his lips were on mine again.


    He kissed me until I never wanted him to stop, and I protested when his lips disappeared. He chuckled softly against my skin and his fingers plucked at the buttons of my dress, pushing it open. He hissed in a deep breath and bent over to kiss the spot between my breasts. His lips moved down to my stomach and he bit at the skin softly, and I was instantly covered in goose bumps.


    Sitting back, he pulled at my dress until it was free from my body. I waited for him to finish undressing me, but he didn’t move.


    “Ryland?” I asked, sitting up on my arms.


    “You’re gorgeous,” he breathed.


    He pulled my panties down my legs when he knelt between my thighs. He was completely naked too. I pushed myself up so I could touch his bare chest.


    “This is how I see,” I said, lightly touching his chest. I looked toward his shadow. “Can I see you, Ryland?”


    He let out a controlled breath. “Yes. Please.”


    I moved until I was on my knees in front of him. I heard him suck in a deep breath, but he didn’t release it. I ran my fingers over his lips.


    “Breathe,” I told him, and slowly I felt his warm breath against my fingers.


    I moved my fingers down his face, enjoying the way his hair tickled my fingers and then explored his chest. My hands moved over the smooth dips and curves of his muscled chest, over his shoulders and down his arms.


    I followed the same route back, moving lower until my palms smoothed over his stomach. I enjoyed the low growl he made when my finger traced the outline of his hips.


    “You’re so smooth and hard,” I told him and felt his chest move in laughter. “What?” My entire body blushed when I heard my own words. “Oh,” was all I could say.


    “You’re so sweet to tease, hummingbird. I’m dying a slow death right now.”


    “I like touching you.” I confessed.


    “I like that you like it.”


    “I want…”


    “What? What do you want?”


    “I want to touch more of you… All of you.”


    “I couldn’t stop you even if I wanted to, hummingbird. And I definitely don’t want to.”


    His last word ended on a groan when my fingers closed around him. He was breathing loudly and I could feel his pulse beating wildly against my palm. He really was smooth and hard. Very hard. I petted and stroked him, loving the warmth he gave off. The noises he made only encouraged me more, and my touch became bolder.


    “Araya!” he growled and his hand wrapped around mine, stilling it.


    My enjoyment quickly dissolved and I tried to pull my hand back, but he wouldn’t let me.


    His other arm crushed me to him and his lips came down hard on mine. His tongue pushed its way deep into my mouth over and over until I was dizzy.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “Please don’t move. I don’t want to lose control yet and you’re about to make me.”


    My entire body flushed. “So I wasn’t… doing it wrong.”


    “God, no! Nothing has ever felt so right, Araya. I promise you that.”


    “Does that mean I can’t touch you anymore?”


    He laughed. “Not just yet. I need to get under control again and I can’t do that when you’re touching me. But if it makes you feel any better, I really want you to keep touching me too.”


    I hand wrapped around him tighter as I pulled it away and he buried his face into my neck and groaned.


    “You’re cruel, hummingbird. My turn,” he said, and I gasped as I felt his teeth against my skin.


    He pushed me back, his body covering mine, and I realized how perfectly we fit together. I could see how beautiful he looked.


    My heart pounded harder when I felt him move between my thighs and my hips lifted, moving against him. He growled softly, dropping his head into my neck, and pinned my hips still with his. My exploring made my body hungry and ready for something more.


    “None of that, hummingbird. I want you so bad right now and if I feel you move against me like that I’m going to lose myself in you… and I want to make this last as long as I can.”


    His hands moved over my hip and his fingers trailed a line along the underside of my thigh down to the curve of my knee and he pulled my leg up higher and wrapped it around his waist.


    He pushed against me and my back arched off the ground. He was quick to take full advantage, slipping his arm under me and pulling me up to his open mouth. His breath was hot against my skin and his teeth closed over the curve of flesh that swelled against the edge of my bra. His fingers found the clasp and the sheer material fell away from my body.


    “Do I get to touch you now? I’ve been dying to touch you since I met you. The few times I have, it’s never enough. It will never be enough.”


    I nodded and my eyes slid closed when his palms moved over my chest and covered my breasts. He tortured my nipples with his thumbs, sweeping back and forth over them, and they responded to his demands. I shivered when he bent over me, blowing lightly.


    His mouth was hot and wet as he placed it over my nipple, sucking it into his mouth. I cried out as a warm burst of pleasure spilled between my thighs. Digging my fingernails into his back, he moved to the other side, creating another wave of sweet torture. He followed suit with the other side, and I buried my fingers in his hair, gripping fistfuls.


    “Ryland…” I moaned, twisting against him


    “Yes, hummingbird?”


    I didn’t know what I was asking him or if I was asking him anything at all. I just knew I didn’t want him to stop touching me.


    “I like the way your stubble feels against me.”


    He smiled against my skin and moved his cheek back and forth over my nipple. I cried out, arching against his touch, and he did it again.


    His lips followed his fingers down my ribs, counting each one as he went. His tongue dipped into my belly button, and when he blew on it softly, I sucked in a breath. He kissed each of my hipbones and ran his hands down my thighs. Pushing them open, the backs of his fingers moved up the inside. My hips twisted, wanting something, and I wasn’t entirely sure I knew what that was.


    “I want you to feel pleasure before you feel pain. I don’t want to hurt you, but it’s your first time and there’s nothing I can do about that.”


    I was in my own little haze and I didn’t have time to fully register what he meant before I felt his fingers brush against me. I gasped and my fingers twisted into the blanket as a raw burst of fire ignited my bones. My hips lifted, searching for more of his touch, and he gave my body what it was desperately demanding.


    His fingers explored further, circling the knot of flesh, and stroked until I couldn’t stand it anymore. His fingers moved, slipping in me, and everything faded away. I’d never experienced anything like this before and I thought I was going to melt away. He pushed deeper and I cried his name, pulling at him until he was covering me again. I could still feel his fingers and I pushed against his hand.


    “You’re so damn tight,” he said against my lips, and he moved again.


    His mouth covered mine and his tongue matched the rhythm of his fingers. A pleasure I couldn’t describe no matter how hard I tried consumed my body. It was darker than the world I lived in and the intensity of it gripped my muscles, constricting them. I held on to the feeling, letting it control my body. I felt the warmth spill from me, and Ryland moaned, but it wasn’t enough for me. Not nearly enough.


    I twisted restlessly under his body as mine demanded something more. It built until I was clawing at Ryland for relief.


    “Please, Ryland.” I begged.


    “Tell me, Araya,” he whispered fiercely, pushing deeper.


    “I want you, Ryland! Now and forever!”


    I felt him move and I then could feel him inside of me, teasing me, and I wanted more. I lifted my hips, but again he pinned me down with his.


    “Don’t move, Araya. I’m trying not to hurt you.”


    “You won’t, Ryland,” I said, lifting my hips again. “I can’t help it.”


    With a strangled sound, he pushed inside of me, filling me. I cried out as I felt the sting of pain consume me and I arched into him. My fingers dug into his back and pain was all I could feel.


    “I’m sorry,” he repeated over and over, kissing my lips. “Don’t move, please don’t move, Araya,” he pleaded, waiting for the pain to subside. “God, you feel so damn good.”


    When I no longer felt the pain, my body took over and I started moving my hips.


    “I’m okay now.” I reassured him when he hesitated to match my movements. “Please, Ryland, I need you.”


    It was all he needed to hear before he started to move in and out of me. His strokes were long and deep as he pushed into me. The pleasure became so intense.


    I couldn’t handle it and I begged him for release. He moved faster and harder, persuading my body let go, and I did. I exploded into a million fiery sparks and my body clenched around his as my release took over.


    In that moment, I slipped over the edge of darkness and I became Ryland’s forever.
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    That night I lay in bed thinking about Ryland and my afternoon with him. My body was a mix of feeling sore and renewed. I smiled into my pillow when I thought about my last conversation with Ryland.


    


    “Are you sure you’re okay? You’re not in any pain? Are you still…?” His question trailed before he got the whole thing out.


    “I’m fine.” I tried to reassure him again.


    He kissed me softly and leaned his forehead into mine. “Have I told you how incredibly amazing this afternoon was?”


    “Yes, but it doesn’t hurt to be told again.” I smiled and he kissed me until I was breathless


    


    He was right, though. Everything had been amazing. He had been amazing. He awakened something inside of me that I didn’t know existed, but I loved whatever it was. He’d been right. I was broken, just lost, and he had found me.
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    “Ryland is having a birthday dinner at his house tomorrow night and he asked me to go,” I announced quickly over breakfast that morning.


    In the weeks that followed my afternoon with Ryland, I’d never been happier, and at times I felt like I should feel guilty, but I knew my mom wouldn’t want that.


    My afternoons spent with Careless became less and less as Ryland and I got closer. It got harder and harder to have to come back to this place at the end of each day.


    Neither Nina nor Carl said anything at first, and I prepared myself for a fight. I wasn’t going to take no for an answer.


    “Tell him we said happy birthday,” Nina said.


    “What? That’s it?” I was confused.


    “Did you expect us to say something else? You sound like you’re excited about it.”


    “I am… so I can go?”


    “Yes, but I can’t take you.”


    “That’s fine. Joseph, their driver, is going to pick me up.”


    “Well, that’s good.”


    “Thank you,” I said slowly, still expecting them to laugh in my face and scream, “Just kidding!”


    I was left with the nagging feeling that was easier than it should have been
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    “How about this dress? Shit! Why do I keep doing that?!” Careless cursed and I laughed. “I’m sorry.”


    “It’s habit. It’s okay. Just pick something that will knock their socks off. I trust you.”


    “Their socks? Or Ryland’s socks?” She teased.


    Careless knew that Ryland and I were getting closer, but she didn’t know exactly how close we’d become.


    “Your brothers, definitely, but I need to make a better impression than I did the last time I attempted dinner with your family.”


    “If you ask me, they’re the ones who need to be worried about making a good impression. They acted like asshats the last time.”


    I could hear her rummaging through the dresses on the racks.


    I was perfectly fine wearing something of hers, she had a closet full of dresses she would never wear, but she wanted me to have something of my own and insisted that we go shopping.


    Careless was difficult, but she loved being a girl and she loved shopping. After she’d picked herself up off the ground when I told her how long it had been since I’d been shopping, we were on our way to her favorite stores. We also had plans to get our hair and nails done too because Careless thought it was a crime that I hadn’t ever had a manicure.


    “Lots of people haven’t had their nails done.”


    “And I’ll be praying for their souls tonight too.”


    I laughed.


    “You know it’s not important to Ryland for them to like you.”


    “No, I know, but I want them to like me.”


    “Trust me, Araya, they’re bad news and you’re better off keeping your distance. They’re evil spawns of the devil himself, and they will suck the life from you. As soon as I’m free, I’ll be putting as much distance between me and them as I can.”


    She played the indifference role to perfection, but I had the feeling if she could have it the other way around, she would.


    “Where will you go?”


    “I’m not sure yet. I want to go to college, but I’m not sure if that’s going to work out.”


    “Why not?”


    “I don’t know. I’m just being whiny,” she said dismissively.


    “Ryland told me you’re graduating soon. He’s so proud of you. They both are. I mean Sebastian too. I think it’s cute how protective both your brothers are.”


    “You really like him, don’t you?” she said, and I knew she was watching me.


    “Actually, I love him. I know you didn’t want me to and I know you think Ryland isn’t a forever kind of guy… Well, actually he told me that—”


    “He did?” she said quickly.


    “Yep, but I think he’s changing his mind about the whole forever thing.” I smiled.


    I thought of the last month and I couldn’t help but slip into a dreamy state of happiness.


    “I’m sorry, Araya,” Careless whispered. “I wish I had done things differently and I’m sorry. I hope you can forgive me.”


    I shook my head. “There’s nothing to forgive, Careless. You were just looking out for the both of us.” I smiled up at her. “There’s nothing wrong with that. And everything worked out for the best, right? So there is definitely nothing to forgive.”


    “Yeah,” she said softly. “Well, I think I found the perfect dress.”


    “Yeah?” I got up to move next to her and she held it up to me. “Socks-knocked-off good?”


    “You’re going to blow their minds.”


    “That might be too much dress for me.” I laughed nervously.


    “No, it’s perfect.”


    “Thank you, Careless. You’re the closest thing to a sister slash best friend I have,” I confessed and pulled her into a hug.


    The next couple of hours were spent primping for tonight and by the time Careless and I walked toward the study to meet Ryland, butterflies were spinning in my stomach.


    I knew the minute he saw me. The room was silent, but everything seemed to stand still as he took in my appearance.


    “Wow… you look… wow!” He finished on a gush of breath. “You did good, baby sister.”


    “Aw, shucks,” Careless said sarcastically.


    Ryland grabbed my hand and pulled me to him, cupping my cheek. “You look… I’d kiss you, but I don’t want to mess you up.”


    “It’s all fixable,” I said, pulling his lips down to meet mine.


    The doorbell rang.


    “I’ll get it!” Careless announced in relief to flee the room.


    I heard their voices and frowned into Ryland’s face. It couldn’t be them, but as much as I kept telling myself it wasn’t and the closer they got, I knew it was.


    “Well, don’t you clean up nicely, Araya?” Nina said sweetly. “Carl, doesn’t she look pretty?”


    “Yes, she does.”


    “This is my husband, Carl.”


    Nina introduced him to Ryland and Careless, and Ryland stretched to shake his hand, but his arm remained around me. I could practically feel Nina’s curious stare.


    “Well, don’t you two look cute together? By the way, happy birthday, Ryland.”


    “Thank you, ma’am.”


    “Oh, please, call me Nina.”


    “I thought you had plans tonight?” I asked Nina.


    “Oh, we did, but Cara called me and thought it would be nice if we joined you all. Didn’t you, Cara?”


    Ryland felt just as confused as I did.


    “I, uh, I hope you don’t mind, Araya?” She sounded trapped.


    “No, of course not. I was just surprised, that’s all.”


    “Well, good!” Nina said cheerfully. “Are your parents around, Cara? I’d love to introduce myself and thank them for their hospitality.”


    “Yeah, they’re through there.”


    “Do you mind terribly showing me?”


    “No. Follow me.”


    I felt bad for Careless.


    “They’re gone,” Ryland said a few seconds later. “Are you okay with them being here?”


    I took a deep breath. “It’s fine. I don’t want to make a big deal out of it. As long as you’re here with me, I don’t care who else is.”


    “Ditto, hummingbird.”


    He kissed me softly before dinner was announced.


    It’ll be fine, I repeated to myself all the way to the backyard.


    It’ll be fine.
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  “I’d like to make a toast to my son, Ryland.” J.D.’s emotionless voice boomed over the hushed murmurs of conversation around the table.


  Everyone went quiet, stopping what they were doing and turning toward J.D. to give him the audience he demanded when he spoke. Everyone except for Roxy. She sat across from Araya and me, throwing daggers our way. I was glad Araya didn’t have to sit through dinner feeling the extent of Roxy’s jealousy. At least she was dedicated to the task at hand. Occasionally her gaze would slip to my hand underneath the table and her glare would blaze full strength, and that only made me smile.


  I’d been tracing lazy circles over the top of Araya’s thigh under the table, enjoying the way her cheeks and neck lit with a luscious pink glow. It took all my control not to duck out early or at least pull her around to the side of the pool house. Just thinking about it had me shifting in my seat and I put all my attention into what J.D. was going on about.


  “Let’s raise our glasses to old friends,” he said, tipping his drink to one side of the table, “and to new… acquaintances.” He extended his salute to our side.


  My eyes narrowed as his found mine and he tipped his drink in my direction. Leave it to J.D. to be a complete dick. Araya dropped her head and nervously chewed on her bottom lip and I hated that he caused that reaction in her. There was a look in his eyes that told me he was up to something and whatever it was, I wasn’t going to be happy with it. I took a sip of my drink without returning his gesture and watched his jaw harden over the rim of my glass.


  I felt Araya’s hand cover mine over her thigh and she squeezed. I realized my fingers were digging into her delicate flesh and I cursed, taking her fingers between mine. She was checking on me more than letting me know I’d probably been hurting her.


  This was J.D.’s way of making sure everyone, including myself, knew nothing more was going on between Araya and me. Everyone assumed because of my reputation that whatever this thing Araya and I had wasn’t going to last. It didn’t help that I hadn’t come right out and told everyone it was different with her and she was my girl. Maybe it was time I changed that.


  “I couldn’t have said it any better, J.D.” Sitting up in my chair, I lifted my glass toward Roxy and her parents. “To new acquaintances.” I smiled at Roxy and turned toward Araya, lifting her chin and turning her face toward mine. “And…” I lightly brushed my lips across hers and her sweet sigh washed over them. I wanted to run my tongue across her lips, to really taste her, but I wasn’t trying to prove anything and I didn’t want Araya to think I was. “To new beginnings, hummingbird,” I whispered to her.


  A string of slight gasps circled the table, but we ignored them, pretending to be the only two people at the table. I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed it softly before placing our locked hands on the table. A sly smile played on Araya’s lips, but when she straightened in her chair, a soft flush highlighted her skin and she realized all eyes were probably on us.


  Her chin lifted a notch and she turned toward the head of the table, finding J.D., who looked like he was ready to explode.


  “Thank you, Mr. Dare, for so graciously opening up your home to me and my family.”


  She found her glass with ease and lifted it toward him. I grinned and lifted my glass with her and controlled the urge to crush her to me. She was my tiny, brave hummingbird.


  I felt inspired by her courage and decided it was time to let J.D. know my decision for joining the family business. I hadn’t had a chance to even tell Araya yet, but I knew she would understand.


  “In keeping with new beginnings…” I squeezed Araya’s hand and stood up, buttoning my suit jacket together. I picked up my glass and lifted it, ready to deliver the news.


  “I’d like to make another announcement—”


  “Actually, son,” J.D. said, cutting me off, “if I may interrupt, before you do something incredibly stupid, further ruining your future and tying yourself to a full-time babysitting job,” he spat at Araya, and out of the corner of my eye I saw her flinch.


  It took me a split second to get over my shock at J.D.’s words, and rage so blinding ripped through me.


  “You son of a—”


  “Ryland!” Coraline gasped, but J.D. held up his hand to her.


  “Keep out of it, Coraline. I don’t need your help.” J.D. snarled at her.


  I watched my mother swallow hard, turning a shade of red and lifting her drink to her lips, avoiding the stares thrown at her from around the table. I could see Sebastian clenching and unclenching his fists at the table, his jaw ticking, but he remained silent and I was glad for that.


  Careless and Araya had turned white, but Careless was staring at J.D. in fear, and that confused me. She looked at me and I caught her gaze. She licked her lips nervously and there was something else written across her face that I couldn’t understand.


  “This seems like a private matter. Maybe we should go,” Nina said, attempting to stand and take Araya’s hand.


  The urge to pull Araya to me made me grab her other hand tightly. Nina stared at our clasped hands and glared at me. She didn’t even try to defend Araya or curse the jackass that just insulted her niece. Instead, she wore that same look of fear, like she too had been caught in J.D.’s trudging headlights.


  “And miss the part where I inform my son about you and your niece’s little scandal to blackmail my family? Don’t be silly. Sit down,” he ordered.


  She stood there hovering above her chair, not sure what she should do, but in the end, J.D.’s power to intimidate won over and she slowly sank back down.


  “What the hell is going on, J.D.?” I demanded. “And this time, I suggest you choose your words wisely.”


  “How honorable of you to play the protector, son. I see she has her legs nicely wrapped around—”


  I stood up, throwing my chair back, glaring at him. “I’ll kill you—”


  “Stop it!” Araya screamed. She looked to Nina. “Nina what’s going on?” she asked, hoping for some insight on the situation.


  “I wondered which angle you were going to play, Miss Noelle.” J.D.’s cold voice nearly frosted the glass he held. “Taking the innocent route. Well played.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Araya insisted and I squeezed her hand, but her fingers had gone limp.


  “Leave her alone, J.D., and tell me what the hell is going on!”


  “It’s a scam, Ryland. You and her, it’s all a scam to get your money. How could you be so stupid? Your ignorance and instincts are appalling, son.”


  I let him bait me. I knew that’s what he was doing and I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction and react this time.


  “Get to the point already, Mr. Dare,” Araya said, and I’d never heard her sound so empty before. It made my stomach twist.


  J.D. snickered at Araya’s demand. “She’s a brave one, isn’t she?” J.D. directed at me. “Too bad she’s nothing but trash,” he hissed.


  “You sorry son of a bitch!” I growled and charged toward J.D., but Sebastian and Careless were there, holding me back.


  “He’s not worth it, little brother. You know that,” Sebastian said calmly, but all I could focus on was beating in J.D.’s face.


  “You have two seconds to explain, but either way, I’m walking out of here for good.”


  “Don’t make empty threats, Ryland.”


  “You’re wasting time, J.D.,” I warned.


  “I did my homework. As soon as she showed up out of nowhere, I made it my mission to find out everything there was to know about Miss Noelle. I wasn’t the least surprised to find out that both of her guardians worked at Dare, Inc. A pretty little thing like that was all you needed to screw your future and become stuck with a blind girl and a baby to take care of. At least that’s what Miss Noelle was hoping for, weren’t you, Araya? Mrs. Davis?”


  I looked back at Araya and she looked like she was going to be sick. Her skin had lost any and all color and her arm curled around her stomach protectively.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, shaking her head in denial. “I met Ryland at the park. Neither one of us knew who Ryland was until after she set up—”


  She stopped suddenly and looked at Nina. She was staring straight ahead, her expression hard.


  “I did tell you who he was that night.” She slid forward in her chair and touched Nina’s arm. “Nina, what is he talking about? Tell him none of this true. Why are you letting him say these things?”


  Nina turned on Araya then, looking down at Araya’s hand on her arm and then lifting her hate-filled gaze toward her. I was so glad she couldn’t see the way her aunt looked at her. Unfortunately, there was nothing to save Araya from the hard tone of Nina’s words.


  “You’re so disgustingly naive, Araya. Just like your mother always was.”


  Araya snatched back her hand like Nina had just turned to acid, and she might as well have.


  “It’s true? You were using me to get the Dares’ money?”


  Nina turned away, not responding to her.


  “That’s exactly what she was doing. She was trying to blackmail me for five hundred thousand.”


  “But why?” Araya said.


  “To keep your pregnancy quiet.”


  “What?” Araya cried, and my head snapped toward J.D., who was too busy looking smug to notice anyone else.


  I fell back a step and looked at Araya and the tears streaming down her face were gut wrenching. My eyes dropped to the arm around her stomach.


  “Araya?” I don’t know what I was asking exactly, but it was too late to stop the question.


  “I’m. Not. Pregnant.” She spat the words at J.D.


  She wouldn’t look at me, and I was in too much shock to go to her and pull her into my arms. I knew she had nothing to do with this, my head insisted it was all Nina and Carl, but I still couldn’t move my feet.


  “Of course you’re not!” J.D. hissed. “My son’s not that stupid. You may not be as innocent and pure as the day you stepped foot into this house—that my son has no control over—but I never even considered for a split second that you could be pregnant. Your mother’s death left your aunt with a lot of debt. She figured what better way to pay it off than sell her niece’s virtue.”


  “My mother’s debt? What debt?”


  “The debt she consumed putting your happiness before her welfare. Your dancing drove your mom close to bankruptcy. In fact, she’d filed the paper work after you got accepted into Julliard. She didn’t want that messing up your chances. I wouldn’t be surprised if that car accident—”


  “That’s enough!” I growled at J.D.


  A whimper escaped Araya’s mouth and she covered her lips with shaky fingers.


  J.D. glanced at me. “I didn’t know exactly who was involved at first. I know men like Carl, and they don’t have enough backbone to pull something like this off.” Carl sat there in a drunken silence, feeling no need to dispute J.D.’s claims. “Of course I expected Araya to be in on her aunt’s little scam, but the girl was too innocent to be acting. I’ll admit, you had me stumped,” J.D. said, turning to his left, but I couldn’t see whom he was talking to and I frowned.


  “It wasn’t until tonight when Nina so pathetically revealed her master plan to me that I finally connected the last piece of the puzzle. In her desperate attempt to see her plan through, she said, ‘Even your own family turns on you.’”


  “Stop this, J.D.” I heard Careless whisper angrily. “You made your point.”


  “And spoil the ending for everyone Careless? That’s what everyone calls you, right?” She didn’t respond to him. “Ryland, didn’t you find it odd that Careless would take on a babysitting job like this?”


  “I hate you,” Careless whispered and I couldn’t understand what I was missing.


  “Of course you do, darling daughter. Otherwise you wouldn’t have attempted to screw your own family with these people. Tell your brother, Careless. Tell him how you helped plan for Ryland to get Araya pregnant.”


  I stared at Careless, shaking my head in denial. He was trying to turn us on each other with his lies.


  “What? No! You’re wrong! Tell him, Cara! Tell him he’s a damn liar and then tell him to go to hell!” I was yelling by the end of my plea.


  I moved so I could see her clearly and she just stared at me with tears shimmering in her eyes.


  “Ryland.” She swallowed hard. “I’m so sorry. Please—”


  “No!” I yelled and pushed past Sebastian until I stood in front of Careless. I grabbed her by her shoulders, pulling her from her chair. “Tell him he’s lying, Cara! Tell him right now!” I said, shaking her.


  Sebastian was behind me, pulling at my arm, but I threw him off and Cara just stood there crying. I let her shoulders go, pushing her away from me. The back of her knees hit the chair, and she caught herself with the edge of the table.


  “I’m so sorry—”


  “Don’t!” I said between my teeth and held my hand up to her. “I don’t even know why I’m surprised.”


  I turned around to go to Araya but halted. Hers, Nina’s, and Carl’s chairs were empty. When I turned toward J.D., he stood there smiling at me.


  “I’ll have my stuff out of here by tomorrow, and just so you know, my announcement earlier—the one you thought was going to be a proposal to Araya—was to let you know I was going to accept partner.” J.D.’s smile slipped, but only slightly. “You can take your partnership and go straight to hell. I will never be like you.”


  I walked toward the house, but Careless caught my arm. “Ryland, please don’t leave me.”


  I shrugged off her hand roughly and glared at her. “You can go to hell too, Careless.”


  I didn’t feel the tiniest bit sorry for her as her face crumbled. I walked out of that house without looking back.
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  An hour later I was lying in the dark on Sebastian’s extremely uncomfortable leather couch. I still felt dazed, but I was becoming numb to my surroundings and that seemed to help take off some of the edge. My head was spinning and everything that happened tonight was a blur in my mind. Thinking about J.D, Careless, and Nina made me sick to my stomach, and I found Araya’s face in the chaos and held on to that. She kept me from spinning into nothingness and I wanted her here with me.


  I don’t know when she’d ducked out, but I knew it was probably after finding out Careless had been involved. I couldn’t imagine how she was feeling, but it couldn’t be far from how I felt right now. It made me livid to know that their sick plot had been the reasoning behind their false relationship with Araya, and for that I would never forgive Careless. I would’ve never thought she could do something so like J.D., but obviously I was wrong.


  I didn’t even know where Araya lived, but I would find her tomorrow and I would take her away from those people. I would show her what it was like to be truly loved, because I was in love with her. I loved her and I knew that now more than ever. She would never have to go through something like this again.


  I finally drifted to sleep and Araya was there in my dreams. I could taste her on my lips; I could feel her body against mine. She was there, loving me as much as I loved her.
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  I hugged my knees closer to my chest and leaned my head into the frame of the window. It was still early outside and I couldn’t feel the warmth of the sun on my face yet. The only sounds came from the garbage truck down the street as it disposed of the neighbors’ trash.


  My head was pounding, but I couldn’t find the strength or will to get up and find the bottle of aspirin that Nina thought was secretly stashed for her weekend hangovers. I knew I was going to have to get up sooner rather than later because the throb behind my eyes was getting worse, and I didn’t think I could handle it too much longer.


  It was quiet inside the tiny apartment. Nina and Carl had left last night after they dropped me off. No one had said anything during the entire ride home, and I was thankful as I tried to process everything that had been revealed earlier. After J.D. exposed the last horrifying detail about Careless, I couldn’t take it anymore and I needed more than anything to get out of that house.


  I hadn’t gotten far before I felt Nina’s nails digging into my arm and I tried to pull away from her touch, because it made my skin crawl, but she wouldn’t release my arm. After I stopped struggling, she relaxed her grip and steered us toward our car.


  When we’d gotten into the apartment, she told Carl to stay in the car and pulled me through the building. By then I was too stunned to fight her, so I let her push me inside the studio, and I stood there while she rummaged through her drawers, slamming doors in the process.


  “Don’t expect us back until tomorrow night,” she said through her haste to pack a bag.


  Good! I wanted to yell at her. I wanted to tell her I wished she’d never come back and that I hated her and what she’d done. But it wouldn’t matter because she didn’t care about me anyway.


  “Is it true what he said about my mother? Was she filing bankruptcy?”


  “Yes. She was going to lose everything because of you. It’s been hell trying to clean up her mess,” she spat.


  “I thought that’s why you sold our studio? To pay for what the insurance couldn’t?”


  “Obviously it wasn’t enough.”


  “Was Mr. Dare right? Is that why you did this, Nina?” I asked her.


  “Don’t ask questions you know you won’t like the answer to, Araya.”


  “There’s nothing you could say that could hurt more than what you did. I just want to know why. Why do I mean nothing to you? Why would you do this to me?”


  “Do you know what a burden you are to me? I hate that I’m stuck with you! I hated your mother and you’re a constant reminder of her. She was so sickly perfect. She got everything she wanted and I couldn’t stand her for that, and you’re the same way.”


  Was she insane? “You think my mother wanted to die? Because despite what Jonathan Dare thinks, she did not cause that car accident! She didn’t kill herself to clear her debt and leave me with you! Why didn’t you just leave me at the hospital after the accident? If you hated me so much, why didn’t you just tell them you couldn’t take care of me? I don’t understand!”


  She was standing behind me at the door when she finally spoke. “Because it was my way of getting back at your mother for all those years I faded into the background because of her. I couldn’t show her what it felt like, but I could make your life miserable, and I have and I will continue to as long as you live with me.”


  I wasn’t even surprised by what she was saying. She was a crazy bitch.


  “Do you feel better now? Are you happy you got your answers?”


  “Yes,” I whispered. “Because now I know exactly how sorry I should feel for you.”


  “Don’t feel sorry for me, Araya. I’m not the one who has nobody and nothing,”


  “I have Ryland. He loves me.”


  Her laugh twisted my stomach. “You’re a stupid girl, Araya. Has he told you he loves you? Do you really think you belong in his life? You’re a no one and after tonight—”


  “Tonight had nothing to do with me! He knows that and he knows I’m nothing like you!” I yelled.


  “You didn’t see the way he looked at you when he thought you were pregnant, Araya. You couldn’t see the horror on his face when he thought he was stuck with you for the rest of his life.”


  “You’re lying!” I argued.


  “Am I? I guess you’ll never know. You’ll never fit into his world. He’ll resent the fact that you’ll limit him and he’ll eventually become your keeper. Outside of this apartment, you wouldn’t survive on your own.”


  “Whose fault is that? You made sure I couldn’t do anything!”


  “If you expect me to apologize for that, I wouldn’t hold your breath. I wouldn’t wait on Ryland, either. He won’t wait on you, hummingbird!” she spat. “You’re not allowed to see that boy again, do you hear me?” I didn’t answer her and she got louder. “Do you hear me, Araya? It’s over between the two of you.”


  “You can’t tell me not to see him,” I told her calmly.


  “You live in my house. I can tell you whatever the hell I want and I’m telling you that you won’t see that boy again! You won’t survive out in the world alone. So as long as you live here, you will do what I say. This is your life now, Araya, and there’s nothing you can do about it!” She slammed the door before I could respond.


  I’d fallen to the floor in tears. Not because of what she’d said about my mother or even what she said about Ryland, but because she was right; this was my life. I knew how to survive inside this apartment. She’d made sure of that. But outside? I was completely useless.


  If I wanted to leave, that would mean becoming a burden on anyone who took me, including Ryland. No matter how much he wanted to be with me, I could never do that to him.


  I couldn’t see Ryland’s face when he thought I could be pregnant, and as much as I wanted to believe Nina was being cruel in what she said, I’d heard Ryland’s voice. He was scared.


  Not that I expected him to light a cigar and pop open a bottle of champagne; I knew we were too young for something like that. I wasn’t capable of taking care of a baby and we both knew that.


  I took a deep breath and threw my legs over the edge of the bed. My toes touched the ancient and worn-out wood floorboards and I pushed against them to hear the protesting groan of old age. I knew where every squeaky board was in the apartment and how to avoid each one while Nina and Carl slept.


  It was another reminder that this was going to be my life and it made me angry. I could feel it filling my veins like fire, and my fists clenched and my body started to shake with the rage that was building.


  After waking up in the hospital for the second time four years ago, I’d felt nothing. No pain, no sadness, and no anger. The only person in the world who loved me more than life itself was gone. Dancing, the only thing I had done since I was a baby, was gone and I still felt nothing.


  I tolerated life, survived it, because that was all that was left for me to do. But when I met Ryland, all that changed. He reminded me what it was like to be alive again, to love and more importantly, to feel.


  To think of the last four years and what I allowed Nina to do to me made me angry. Thinking about my mom and everything that car accident took from me made me angry.


  I was locked in this tiny apartment, trapped like an animal, and as much as I wanted to be angry with Nina, this was my fault. I allowed myself to become helpless and because of that I was imprisoned. I wanted to scream and cry.


  I wiped away the angry tears that were running down my cheeks and gripped the edge of my bed, rocking back and forth. I couldn’t control the explosion in my chest or the noises I was making.


  “I HATE YOU, NINA!” I screamed at the empty room. “I HATE YOU, CARL!”


  I couldn’t sit anymore and flew off the bed, catching the leg of one of the chairs and falling into the table. The edge cut into my stomach and I slammed my fists into the tabletop and screamed.


  The dishes rattled and, without thinking, I swept my arm across the table and they went flying, shattering somewhere in the distance. My hip bumped the same chair and I shoved it away and it clattered to the floor.


  My chest felt restricted and it rose and fell rapidly to accommodate my hard breathing. My heart was pounding and my skin felt hot. My blood was rushing through my body and I could feel the throb under my skin.


  I turned to my left, knowing what I would find if I took three steps forward. I reached out and my fingers met the top of Nina’s dresser, and her bottles of perfume rocked as my shaky fingers moved over their tops.


  With one swift movement, I threw everything off the side and the silent room was filled with the sounds of breaking glass and the clatter of her crap. I’d suddenly become super strong and I pushed aside another chair and moved over to Carl’s stuff, throwing it to the floor.


  I was crying hysterically by then and after destroying the other half of the room, I collapsed against the door and slid to the floor, exhausted. My breaths skipped and shuddered after each sob.


  The room was filled with the overbearing smell of cheap perfume and even cheaper whiskey. There was going to be hell to pay for this when they returned, but I didn’t care. I was done being their blind slave girl.


  I sat there hugging my knees. I’d stopped crying hours ago, but I could feel the puffiness around my half-lidded eyes. My chin rested against my knees as I stared into a different kind of darkness.


  The sun had risen and was now falling on the opposite side of the world. I could imagine the shadows shifting along the walls as if someone had turned time on fast-forward. The room adjusted with the right amount of sunlight over the hours I’d sat there.


  I didn’t know how long it had been, but my body was numb and I knew more than a few hours had passed. I felt for the door handle and used it to pull myself up.


  I couldn’t just sit here anymore, waiting in the darkness as my life passed me by. Ryland had showed me enough that I was positive I could get to the park and he would find me there.


  I knew he would.
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  Thirty minutes later I found myself squeezing my way through the crowd and suddenly feeling very claustrophobic.


  All of my confidence slowly depleted and I was becoming overwhelmed by my fear. I stuck close to the inside of the sidewalk and my frustration level was skyrocketing as I fumbled around in the dark, hoping I was going in the right direction.


  Nobody seemed to notice I clung to the shop windows for dear life and everything was put in fast-forward as the blurred figures moved past me in a rush. Nobody was going to give me the time of day.


  The shop ended at the corner and I was pushed forward and back as I ran into a wall of people. We were at a red light and I waited with everyone else for the light to turn green.


  I twisted my hands together nervously and my palms were damp. I put a hand over my stomach, but that didn’t help calm the nerves that were twisting it into knots.


  I heard the click and was suddenly thrust forward by the sea of people behind me who automatically expected me to go when the light changed.


  I tried to brace myself for the curb, but I sucked at it and my ankle nearly twisted as I went off unprepared. My knees buckled and I grabbed at whatever I could.


  “What the…?” a rough voice said, catching my elbow just as roughly and pulling me up and off of him. “Be careful,” he said, and I barely had the chance to mumble an apology before he was gone.


  I was being pushed by the people coming from the opposite side of the street and I somehow got turned around and had to fight to turn myself around again. I counted slowly, trying to determine when I would come into contact with the curb.


  The crosswalk traffic dissolved and before I could step on the next curb, I heard the loud honk of a horn and the screech of tires. My eyes snapped shut on instinct and waited for the blow. I could feel the heat from the grill of the car against my legs and then I was being pushed out of the way and strong arms wrapped around me protectively.


  The touch, the warmth, all of it was familiar, and a whimper of relief escaped my lips as Ryland pulled me to him.


  “Are you okay?” he asked urgently against my hair.


  “Yes.”


  We didn’t say anything else for a long time as he stroked my back and I listened to the sound of his heartbeat.


  “How did you know where to find me?”


  “I didn’t. I was on my way to your place and I saw you… and I saw the car almost hit you. What are you doing out here by yourself? It’s not safe.”


  That stung and I pulled away from him, frowning. He was right; the rational part of my brain knew he was, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear.


  “I’m not a child, Ryland! I can’t be on lockdown twenty-four-seven because I’m blind!”


  He pulled me into his arms again. “I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”


  I was wrong to snap at him, but more than anyone, I didn’t want Ryland to think of me as weak. I could feel the tears forming behind my sunglasses.


  “I couldn’t stay in that house anymore.” I cried into his chest. “They can’t just lock me up and leave me there like an animal!”


  He cupped my cheeks, wiping my tears away with his thumbs.


  “They left you?”


  I nodded. “They dropped me off last night and Nina said they’d be back tonight. I hate them, Ryland! I hate her!”


  “Shh, I know.”


  His lips moved over my face, collecting my tears and placing soft kisses over my eyelids and forehead. He tilted my head back and his lips found mine. It felt like it had been forever since I’d kissed him, and I melted into his embrace.


  His tongue pushed my lips apart and slid across mine, teasing me. I moaned and pushed myself against him. I savored the flavor of his kiss as his tongue worked magic inside my mouth. He tasted like mint and Ryland, and I couldn’t get enough.


  He pulled back, but my lips tried to follow him and he laughed, brushing his lips across mine.


  “I’m sorry it took me so long to get to you. I had a hell of a time finding out where you lived.”


  “How did you find me?” I whispered against his lips.


  If I couldn’t kiss him, I wanted to at least keep the contact between our mouths.


  “Metchler. He, however, was much easier to find and after a lot of persuading, he told me where I could find you.”


  “You’re here now. That’s all that matters.”


  “Come on, let’s go.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “To take you home.”


  He started moving us down the sidewalk, and I pulled against him.


  “She said I can’t see you anymore.”


  “That’s not going to happen, hummingbird. You’re stuck with me for as long as you want me.”


  He pulled me into his arms again and pressed his lips against mine. He didn’t deepen the kiss, and it drove me just as crazy as if he had.


  “If you take me back there, she’ll make it happen, Ryland. Look at what she tried to do. She has no limits.”


  “Trust me, Araya. Okay?”


  “Of course I trust you. I love you.”


  He kissed my forehead and my eyes slid closed as I tried to hold back the tears that threatened to fall.


  I tried not to fall apart at the fact that he didn’t say it back.


  Again.
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  “What the hell happened here?”


  As Ryland moved around the room, I could hear the crushing sound of my meltdown under his shoes. I stood inside the room, afraid if I went in any farther, I wouldn’t be leaving it again.


  “Araya, what happened? Did this happen last night?”


  I shook my head, and my hair fell over my shoulders, framing my face.


  “No, I did it,” I said quietly.


  He was in front of me instantly, and his hands encircled my wrists, bringing them up to his mouth. He kissed my knuckles. “I’m sorry, hummingbird. I should’ve been here.”


  He pulled me closer and wrapped my arms around his neck and ran his hands down my arms and sides. I shivered when I felt his thumbs move along the curve of my breasts. The afternoon I spent with Ryland seemed like forever ago. I hated more than anything that it now seemed tainted by J.D. and Nina.


  “You’re here now,” I whispered. “You’re always saving me.”


  He chuckled, and the rumble of laughter vibrated under my cheek.


  “I’m just the guy who’s in the right place at the right time.”


  “A modern-day Prince Charming.”


  “I don’t have anything on Prince Charming, hummingbird. Don’t get us confused.”


  I looked up at him and the sadness in his voice was so evident it hurt. I pulled back far enough to run my fingers down the center of his face and then pulled him to me.


  I shrugged. “That’s okay. If I remember the fairy tale right, Prince Charming couldn’t even remember Cinderella’s face. It would have been a lot more romantic if not for that.” I smiled. “Besides, that would have been lame to say. So I’ll just say, thank you for being there when I need you, Ryland.”


  He touched his forehead to mine. “That would have been really lame.”


  I laughed and I felt the smile on his lips as he moved them down the side of my neck.


  Neither one of us had yet to bring up everything that had unfolded last night, and it felt like we were tiptoeing over each other. We didn’t want to bring up the ugliness, but sooner rather than later we had to.


  “I’m so sorry, Araya.” His voiced cracked and he wrapped his arms around me, lifting me and crushing me against him, burying his face into my neck.


  I combed my fingers through his hair, kissing the side of his neck with short, fierce kisses.


  “You have nothing to be sorry about, Ryland.”


  “You’re so good. You accept everything that comes your way with no complaint.”


  “As you can see around us, I don’t think that’s exactly healthy.”


  “I’m sorry your guardians spawned from hell.”


  I smiled. “It’s not your fault, Ryland. People suck. It’s that simple.”


  “I’m sorry… Careless did this to you.”


  I waited a full minute before I finally asked. “Have you talked to Careless since last night? Do you know why…?”


  He sat me down, moving away. I heard him sigh. His figure was blurred and dark against the light from the window.


  “I can’t even stand to look at her, much less talk to her. I can’t think about Careless right now.”


  “She’s your sister, Ryland. Above all of this, she is still your sister.”


  “That doesn’t make what she did any easier, Araya.”


  “I know, but I don’t want you to lose sight of that.”


  “How can you defend her?!”


  “I’m just saying there has to be a reason. Something happened for her to do this.”


  “Don’t, Araya. Don’t feel sorry for her. She doesn’t deserve your forgiveness.”


  “I’m just trying to see where she’s coming from, Ryland.”


  “Well, don’t. She tried to sell you for half a million dollars, Araya!”


  “It doesn’t make sense. She was so against me getting close to you.”


  “It was all part of her plan.” He said it so low that I wasn’t sure he meant to say it out loud.


  “She tried to apologize.”


  He turned toward me “What? When?”


  I looked up at him. “When she took me shopping. I didn’t realize at the time. I thought she was sorry for giving you such a hard time in the beginning. I just assumed she meant something else. Nina told me she did this to punish me. Punish me because she hated my mother.”


  “I’m sorry J.D. said what he did about your mother, Araya. He was trying to get to you. Don’t let him.”


  “I know my mother and I know she would never have done that. Caused the car accident, I mean. But she was sad the days leading up to my concert. I wish I would’ve known how bad things were.”


  “She didn’t want you feeling guilty. She wanted you to be happy, Araya.”


  “But at what cost, Ryland?”


  “She was a mother. They don’t have limits. Well, unless she’s mine.” I laughed, but it was a pathetic attempt. “Let’s not talk about Careless or Nina and Carl or J.D. and Coraline.”


  “I’m not pregnant,” I said suddenly.


  He sighed. “Come here.”


  He grabbed my fingers and pulled me toward him. Sitting on the edge of my bed, he pulled me between his legs.


  “I feel like an ass for that. I knew you weren’t pregnant. I swear I did. Not for one second did I think you were in on this. Do you believe that? Do you believe me?”


  “Yes.”


  I ran my fingers through his hair and he leaned his head into my stomach. His hand circled the back of my thighs and he ran them up halfway and then back down. I trembled and heat formed between my hips.


  “Do you forgive me for being an ass?” His voice was seductive and his fingers teased the sensitive skin between my thighs.


  “Yes.” I breathed, gripping his shoulders.


  His hands moved to the front of my thighs and he ran his fingers up, lifting my dress.


  “I like this dress,” he said and nipped at my stomach through the material.


  I cried out and my nails dug in deeper.


  “I got it the other day.” My voice was almost non-existent.


  I tried to focus on what I was saying, but it was getting hard. The dress, which Careless had described as an oversized shirt, stopped mid-thigh and had a row of buttons from my cleavage down to the hem. It was vanilla in color and Careless said it blended with my hair.


  “You have beautiful legs.” His voice was a purr of seduction. “Did I tell you how sexy I think it is that you dance?” He ran his palm up my calf to the back of my thigh, squeezing gently, and I shivered.


  I smiled, but it was a sad one. “Used to dance, but thank you.”


  His head lifted under my fingers. “Why does that question upset you? I thought we’d moved past this?”


  “Why do you think it upsets me?” I asked softly, ignoring the other part.


  His hands moved up the back of my thighs again and with a soft tug, he pulled my legs apart and I was straddling his lap. My breath caught and a warm sensation exploded as he pulled my hips closer to him.


  His fingers traced the corners of my eyes before dropping to trace my lips. My skin tightened at his touch and my lips parted on their own.


  “Your eyes got sad.”


  I shook my head and his hand fell away. “They always look like that. My eyes are dead, remember?”


  I moved out of his lap, but his arms were around me before I could put any real distance between us and he pulled me against him so my back pressed against his chest.


  I didn’t have to see him to know the hard glint in his eyes, drilled into the back of my head. I could feel his irritation in the rigid set of his muscles that coiled tightly around me. He hated when I made belittling comments about my blindness, and right now, I was glad I didn’t have to see the disapproving glare.


  “Don’t do that, Araya. Don’t start feeling sorry for yourself now,” he rasped roughly against my ear and my skin exploded into a field of goose bumps.


  “I think I’ve earned the right to engage in some self-pity.”


  “What’s the point? Is it going to change anything? Isn’t that what you say?”


  “The point is I’m tired of being so compliant all the time! Can’t I at least have that?”


  “No. Because it isn’t going to make you feel better. If you’ve taught me anything since I’ve met you, it’s that if you’re going to choose to do something, do something that’s worth the choice. Putting yourself down, feeling sorry for yourself, isn’t worth your time. You’re so much better than that. If you want to be angry, be angry, cry, destroy things, but then you have to make the choice to move on.”


  He was right. I was letting everything that happened in the last twenty-four hours get to me. I’d spent so much time avoiding my situation and pretending I wasn’t angry, but I was and feeling sorry for myself wasn’t going to help. I needed to accept the anger but move on and remember I was alive and my mom wouldn’t want me to dwell on it.


  My body relaxed against Ryland’s chest and I sighed.


  “Looks like I’ve been rubbing off on you.”


  “In all good ways, hummingbird. In all good ways.”


  He nuzzled the side of my neck, kissing the curve of flesh. My eyes slid shut and I dropped my head to the side, granting him what he wanted.


  Nothing was as thrilling as being touched by Ryland. Not even dancing had given me this much excitement, even if the two were completely different. I craved to be touched by him, and to touch him in return, but the fear of my inexperience kept me from doing the things I wanted to do. I hated the anxiety that tied my hands behind my back and left me with a need that burned deep in my muscles.


  My breath caught and I was pulled from my thoughts when I felt the warmth of Ryland’s hands moving against my stomach, toward my sides. He squeezed once, wrapping his fingers firmly around my hips, pulling me tighter against his lap.


  “Ryland.” I gasped his name around a moan.


  I felt his lips twitch and then his teeth were nipping at my earlobe, tugging the soft skin into the heat of his mouth. I felt the unique ache, low in my stomach, and reflexively my body squirmed against his. Dropping my head back against his shoulder, my eyes slid shut and my fingers gripped his thighs.


  “Araya.” He hissed my name and his lips explored the arch of my neck with his teeth and tongue.


  His hands moved over the tops of my thighs toward my knees and his fingers curved around the inside of my legs, slowly pulling them open and over the side of his. I held my breath as his fingers moved in slow tantalizing circles across the soft skin of my inner thighs, higher and higher, his lips moved down the side of my neck.


  Arching my neck, he swept back my hair, exposing more of my skin to his exploring lips, and I forgot about everything. He gathered my hair in his fist, his lips moving to the back of my neck, nipping softly. Moaning, I dropped my head forward and reflexively moved my hips against his, enjoying the way his breathing deepened.


  “Dear Lord, Araya.” He panted. “Do that again.”


  Biting my lip, I pushed against him again. Slowly dragging my hips across his lap, again and again. Quickly, his fingers dug into my hips, stilling them. I froze, worried I’d done something wrong.


  “I’m sorry—” I started.


  “No.” He cut me off. Pulling down the collar of my dress, his teeth sank into my shoulder. “It felt too damn good, hummingbird. You feel too damn good.”


  His hands moved from my hips over my dress, his fingers pulling at the material until it started to bunch at the tops of my thighs. With each tug, he bared my legs and I felt the cool caress of air. I dug my fingers into the cushion of the couch when his hands wrapped around the insides of my thighs, his thumbs moving over the edge of my panties.


  “Are you okay?” he whispered against my ear before taking it between his teeth and sucking on it gently.


  I had no words to express what I felt at that moment. Everything inside me teetered on the verge of combustion. My intensity level was on overload, and even though a part of me was still frightened, a bigger part of me knew I wasn’t afraid to be with Ryland this way.


  “Yes,” I finally said.


  “Do you want me to stop?” He tugged on my earlobe again, his tongue flickering against it.


  I couldn’t speak, so I shook my head no.


  “Say it, Araya,” he urged. “Say it out loud. I need to hear you say it.” His thumb moved over the center of my panties and my back arched, my hips seeking his touch.


  “Don’t stop, Ryland. Please don’t stop.”


  I felt him smile against my ear, and he traced the edges with his tongue. “Where do you want me to touch you?”


  “Everywhere,” I said quickly.


  I thought I would have been more embarrassed by my confession, but I wasn’t, I wanted Ryland and I wanted him to know that I wanted him, all of him. I needed his touch like I needed to breathe and I wasn’t going to waste my time being too shy to tell him that.


  “Be specific. Do you want me to touch you here?” His thumb moved across me again, and I cried out.


  “Yes, yes, yes. Please, yes!” I ached for him.


  “Where else?” he demanded.


  I found his forearm with my fingers, running them down his arm. I fit my hand over his, interlacing our fingers together. Pulling his hand with mine, I brought it to the button at the bottom of my dress.


  Turning my head until my cheek brushed across his lips, I asked softly, “Take it off, please.”


  “Gladly.” He ran his lips over the corner of my mine.


  With one hand, he plucked at each button, releasing them slowly. His other hand moved over my stomach and across my ribs. In my head, I imagined what we looked like. Sitting on his lap, my face flushed, my eyes dark with arousal, lips parted, my naked skin peeking through the thin opening of my dress as Ryland’s strong hands caressed my skin.


  The image was arousing, and I thought I was going to die from the anticipation. I found myself holding my breath again as he undid the last button. Pushing open the dress, he traced his finger over the top of my panties and up my stomach and ribs, between my breasts and then back down again.


  “I find it sexy as hell that you’re not wearing a bra right now.”


  I blushed. “I don’t have anything sexy to wear. I thought if I wasn’t wearing anything at all…” I didn’t finish.


  “Your clothes don’t make you sexy, Araya. You make everything else beautiful, and this,” he said, cupping my bare breasts, “is sexy as hell.”


  I shivered against his touch, pushing into his hands.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked, tracing the back of my neck with his tongue.


  “More, Ryland.” I gasped. “I need more!”


  His thumbs caressed my nipples and they hardened in a rush. I bit my lip to keep from crying out. He rolled them between his fingers, pulling and squeezing gently. I could feel the ache building low in my belly and between my thighs. It grew with each tug of his fingers against my skin, and my muscles clenched, begging for the release I knew only he could bring. My body had felt it before and it wanted it now.


  He moved his arm across my breasts, caressing both nipples with his forearm. The sensation was overwhelming, but my body still demanded more, more of Ryland’s touch, more of Ryland period.


  Pulling me back against his chest, he whispered softly into my ear. “Lean your head back against my shoulder.” I did as he said. “Close your eyes. Relax your body against mine,” he commanded sweetly. “Don’t move.”


  When I did as he said, he pressed his other palm flat along the center of my ribs, working his hand down. When he got to the edge of my panties, he hesitated for only a second and slipped them underneath. His fingers moved over my skin gently, seeking until they found what they were looking for. His fingers slipped inside my warmth, and I tried to control the small jerk of my body at the spark of his touch.


  “Shh,” he whispered. “I won’t hurt you, I promise.”


  I wanted to tell him that I wasn’t afraid he would hurt me. I wasn’t worried about that at all, but I couldn’t find my voice. His finger found the source of my heat, the source of the spark, and rubbed against it softly. I couldn’t control my reaction this time, and my hips lifted, wanting more of his touch.


  “Oh God!” I moaned and my hips moved against his fingers on their own.


  My fingers dug into his thighs and my legs fell open wider, giving him more access. I couldn’t get enough of the sensation and my hips moved faster against his touch.


  I could feel it building, the fire deep in my muscles, and it then it was so close.


  “Come on, hummingbird. You’re so sweet. I can’t get enough of you.”


  His teeth tugged on my earlobe and I was so turned on that it sent a shock through my entire body. His fingers slipped and he pushed them inside of me and I cried out, pushing against his hand. His breath came out in a hiss and he dropped his head on my shoulder.


  His fingers found my nipple the same time he found the sensitive knot with his thumb. The pressure of his thumb wasn’t enough, though, and I wanted more.


  “Ryland?” I was getting frustrated.


  “What’s wrong, hummingbird?”


  “I need…”


  “What? What do you need?”


  “Harder,” I moaned.


  His thumb moved against me harder this time and my body hummed. It was what I needed, what my body demanded.


  “More, please, more.”


  He moved harder and his fingers got faster and soon my hips matched his rhythm. I could feel the heat. It was so close, and I let my body relax into Ryland’s touch, letting it consume me.


  My breathing quickened, matching his, and I couldn’t stop the moans as they slipped past my lips. My muscles pulsated around his fingers and I couldn’t control it anymore. I exploded, melting into a warm puddle in his hands.


  I thought my release was going to be enough, but it wasn’t and I knew exactly what I wanted. His thumb stroked me again before his hand fell away and that’s all I needed.


  I stood up and faced him, slipping my dress off my shoulders. I took off my panties and stood complete naked in front of him.


  “God, you’re gorgeous.”


  I smiled. “Thank you.”


  He pulled me to him before I could stop him and kissed the spot between my ribs and up the curve of my breast, taking my nipple between his lips. His mouth was hot and he flickered his tongue against me and my head fell back.


  “Ryland,” I warned and pulled away from him before I got lost and pulled him up to me.


  “Don’t act like you don’t want it.” He teased.


  “I want you more.”


  “You can have me, hummingbird.”


  I pulled his lips to mine. “Good, because I wasn’t asking.”


  He laughed.


  I fumbled at first, but I was able to undress him easily enough. When his clothes were gone, I heard the evidence of protection before he laid me on the bed and moved between my thighs, and it felt so right.


  He moved my hair from my face and stroked my cheek, kissing me softly. His lips moved down my neck and he traced my collarbone with his tongue. He was full and hard against my thigh, and I lifted my hips, searching for him.


  I gasped when he finally filled me, and my fingers dug into his back. He buried his face in the curve of my neck.


  “You feel so damn good,” he growled and his reaction was incredibly sexy.


  He moved slowly at first, but soon the sensation took over both of us and he was moving faster. He grabbed the back of my thigh and lifted my leg higher and his hips moved, and instantly I could feel him everywhere.


  My back arched off the bed and he pushed deeper, moving faster. I cried his name as he brought us higher and closer to the center of the fire until we melted into each other.
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  The firm knock on the door woke me and I rolled over in my bed and stretched. It was quiet, but I already knew Nina wasn’t here nor had been here.


  I had no idea what time it was and I looked to the window, but even if it wasn’t dark out, the sun had set far enough that I couldn’t detect any light from here.


  The knock came again, more impatiently this time, and I knew they weren’t going away. Getting out of bed, I searched for my clothes on the floor with my foot. After Ryland left, I hadn’t bothered getting dressed again.


  I buttoned the last button in haste when the knocking increased and walked slowly over to the door. I frowned, realizing I couldn’t feel anything on the floor anymore.


  “Who is it?”


  “Jonathan Dare.”


  My eyes narrowed instantly and my heart kicked.


  What the hell is he doing here?


  I was put on the defensive just hearing his voice. He was so sure of himself and there was no trace of compassion in this man’s body.


  I debated whether or not I wanted to open the door or tell him to go to hell after the way he treated his family and the things he’d said about my mom, but a huge part of me was extremely curious why he was here.


  My fingers hesitated over the knob for a brief second before I twisted it and pulled the door open. I instantly wished I’d made him say whatever he was going to say through the door. I felt uneasy and I didn’t like that he had the upper hand because I couldn’t see the smug smile that I was sure was planted on his face.


  “Ryland’s not here,” I replied incase that’s why he was there.


  “Of course he’s not,” he said so matter of fact, and I gritted my teeth. “But I’m judging by the fact that you were in such a haste to put your clothes back on that you couldn’t button your dress right that he was here.”


  He stepped past me into the apartment. I pushed the door and it slammed into place. I didn’t give him the pleasure of touching my buttons to see if he was right.


  “Sure, come in.”


  He must have been busy inspecting the place because he didn’t answer right away. I could only imagine his disgust.


  “No point in pretending to be polite, Araya. You already know that’s not my style.”


  “Well, I won’t pretend I’m a very good hostess, then. What are you doing here?”


  “You know,” he said, and his voice shifted and I knew he was looking around the room. “I thought I paid my employees well enough that they didn’t have to live in squalor.”


  “I hardly doubt you came all the way out here to insult where I live. Let’s not make this longer than it has to be. You want something or you wouldn’t be here, so what is it?”


  “It’s no secret that I don’t want you dating my son. Whatever’s going on with the two of you is Ryland’s way of getting back at me, for whatever it is he thinks I need to be punished for. So you two… It ends now.”


  “You’re a real piece of work,” I said, feeling a slow dose of rage burn through my system.


  “I know you meant that to be an insult, but I take that in high regard, Araya.”


  “I’m not surprised.”


  “You’re a fast learner, then. That’s good because I thought this was going to be a lot harder.”


  “I am a fast learner. I’ve had to be. Let’s hope you’re a fast learner too. Believe it or not, not everything is about you. Ryland isn’t with me to get back at you for being a bad father. He doesn’t need to play games with me like that. I’m not going to cower in the corner because you think you’re big and bad and can come over here throwing out threats. You’re not going to make me feel insecure and try to convince me Ryland is with me for any other reason than because he wants to be. If there isn’t anything else, you can show yourself to the door.”


  My heart was racing and my stomach was in knots, but I refused to back down from him. Not after my speech anyway.


  “You’ve got balls, Araya. I’ll give you that. You’re not like your aunt. She did cower.”


  I wanted to tell him I was like my mom, but I wouldn’t give him the chance to bring her into things again, so I didn’t say anything at all.


  He moved around the room, figuring out his next move. He hadn’t expected me to put up a fight, so he needed to pull out his backup plan and a man like him, he had backup plan.


  “Let’s say Ryland is with you because he wants to be. Do you honestly believe it’s going to last with you two?”


  “I don’t know what’s going to happen, Mr. Dare. I learned a long time ago that nothing lasts forever, and if you’re lucky enough to find something worth risking everything for, you don’t question it.”


  “You’re naive, Araya.”


  “And you’re a bully,” I countered.


  If he was resorting to name-calling, he was running out of bullets.


  “Is that what you’re going to let Ryland do? Risk it all for you?”


  He caught me off guard as he threw my words back at me. I didn’t respond right away and that gave him the edge he needed to continue.


  “Ryland has his entire life ahead of him, and let’s be honest, Araya. You aren’t going anywhere. Not only are you blind, but you’re an uneducated blind girl. You can’t do a lot of things blind people can do these days. You can thank your aunt for that. If I know Ryland, and I do, he’ll want to take care of you. Take you away from this hole you live in and be your Prince Charming. How is he going to take care of you, finish school, and get a job? You’ll let him give up everything because of you. Sometimes the things that don’t last forever are for good reason.”


  His words stung and they took away my ‘you don’t scare me’ attitude. There was no chance in hell I was going to agree with him, but there was a tiny piece of me that listened to what he was saying.


  “You know I’m right whether you want to admit it or not,” he said, still feeling empowered. “So here’s what I propose, and nobody has to get pregnant.” He laughed.


  He thought he was funny. I thought he was slime.


  “Whatever gets you out of here faster.” I crossed my arms and waited.


  “You leave Ryland… for now,” he added when I rolled my eyes, “and I’ll help you get into Madison Academy for the Blind. It’s the best school for your kind—highly recommended. They’ll help you, teach you not to be so helpless.”


  I gritted my teeth. He was baiting me and I would only be giving him the satisfaction if I took it.


  “And if I say no?”


  “There is no if, Araya. I get what I want no matter what.”


  “You can’t force us to do what you want! We’re not your puppets.”


  “Of course not,” he said patronizingly.


  He wasn’t going to take no for answer. He was used to getting what he wanted and he was prepared to wait me out and wear me down. If I wanted him out of here, I was going to have to tell him what he wanted to hear.


  “How long do I have to decide?”


  “Twenty-four hours.”


  “Fine,” I snapped.


  I hated giving him the gratification of thinking he’d won anything.


  “You’re doing the right thing, Araya.”


  He passed me and walked to the front door and I turned and followed him. The hinges squeaked when he opened it and I grabbed the edge of it.


  “I haven’t agreed to anything,” I reminded him, the cocky jackass.


  “No, but it’s only a matter of time, Araya. You’re young and foolish and you let love and sentiment control what you do.” He sounded disgusted by that.


  “I know you meant that to be an insult, but I take that in high regard.” And before he could respond, I slammed the door in his face.


  An hour later, I crawled in bed feeling drained. My afternoon high from Ryland was completely gone and I lay there thinking about everything that had happened today. Nina and Carl were still a no-show, but that was the least of my worries right now.


  After J.D. left and I could breathe easily again, I’d moved around the room touching everything that had been in path of my devastation today and it was all put back in its place—what had survived, anyway—and I wondered when he’d done it.


  He’d awakened me and I could still feel his lips as they moved over flesh, biting and nipping at my skin, and the memory created a rush of heat down my body.


  He kissed me, told me he was sorry and that he didn’t want to, but he had to go pick up Sebastian, who was raising hell and drunk somewhere. He kissed me again and put something in my hand.


  


  “What is it?” I rubbed my thumb over the smooth surface.


  “A cell phone.”


  I smiled. “You’re giving a blind girl a cell phone?” I teased and he laughed.


  “I promise it’s not a douche-bag move this time. If you need me, you press the side here.” He moved my thumb until I felt the raised edge of the button and pressed it. It vibrated in my hand. “Now say ‘call Ryland.’”


  “Call Ryland,” I repeated and the animated voiced spoke and then Ryland’s phone began to ring.


  “If you need me, call me, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “Promise me you won’t go out on your own again.”


  “I promise.”


  Thinking about the end of our conversation made me think about my conversation with Jonathan Dare, and that was the last thing I wanted to think about. I didn’t have a choice and my mind continued to shoot out bits of our conversation.


  I didn’t want to believe what he’d said was true. Ryland wouldn’t be giving up anything for me, we could be together, and Ryland could still have his big and bright future, even if I didn’t have one.


  It wasn’t set in stone that I couldn’t have one either. Maybe I couldn’t get into some rich school for the blind, but I could get into another school. I’d gotten into Julliard at the age of fifteen; I could do this. I couldn’t dance at Julliard, but maybe I could dance again. I got into the number-one dance school in America for a reason.


  I danced because I was good, not because I could see. I danced not because it was second or third nature to me; I danced because it was first nature.


  I could have a big and bright future too, and I could have that with Ryland.


  Jonathan was wrong and I wouldn’t be taking his offer—not now, not ever.
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    I stood in the middle of my bare room and it somehow felt very different to me. I no longer felt any connection to the belongings in the room or the people left in this house. Except for Annie. She was always the exception.


    My room was the size of an average single-floor house and was fully decorated and furnished by the lady of the house herself. This was back when she lived life through a pair of rose-tinted sunglasses and thought she could change the man who’d damaged all our lives.


    She’d gone through so much effort to make this room what she thought I wanted. But all of it was what she wanted and deep down it was her manipulative way of trying to get me to want to be in this house.


    Maybe if we’d been raised differently it would have been easy to be caught up in the insatiability of it all. Maybe if our parents would have shown affection, even the false kind, the money and material things would have mattered and we would have been more like the kids we grew up with. But it wasn’t different and we grew up despising the very thing that everyone thought made the world go round.


    Twenty-one years was jammed into this room and I was leaving with two duffle bags of clothes and a small box of birthday gifts from Annie. That’s what two decades of memories amounted to—a box I could carry under my arm.


    Hauling my stuff down a hallway I would never again have to walk through, I stopped before I reached the kitchen where I knew she would be. Saying good-bye to this place was easy. Saying good-bye to Annie, even if it wasn’t forever, was a different story.


    I set down my stuff and turned into the doorway, leaning against the frame. She was at the sink, washing the morning dishes. She’d spent most of her life in this kitchen, and it saddened me that she would probably spend the rest of it here too. These people—it was so easy to refer to my parents that way—didn’t deserve her.


    I smiled and crept up on her, knowing she would catch me before I got halfway, but it was our thing.


    “You’ll never learn, will you, boy?” She spoke softly, and her voice was sad.


    She’d already heard.


    “What can I say? I’m a lost cause.” I leaned into the counter with my back.


    She looked up at me and tears reflected in her brown eyes.


    “Never that, Ryland. None of you are. You’re just hurt. You’ll learn to forgive, even if you can’t see it now. You’ll forgive your parents because if you don’t, it’ll eat at your heart and darken your soul. You’ll forgive Careless because despite how angry and betrayed you feel by her right now, she’s your baby sister and you would walk through fire for her.”


    I know Annie wanted to believe that with all her heart, but forgiving Careless wasn’t something I could find in me to do right now. I didn’t have the heart to tell Annie she was wrong.


    “Careless is a completely different person to me now, Annie.”


    “Everyone is allowed to make mistakes, Ryland. Don’t pretend you’re a saint.”


    “I may not be perfect, Annie, but what Careless did…”


    “You’re allowed to be angry, Ryland. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t hurt by Cara’s actions too. But she’s had it hard.”


    “Newsflash, Annie, we’ve all had it hard.” It angered me that Annie was defending Careless. “Including yourself, and we’ve all managed not to screw over the people we love.”


    She stared at me a full minute before she finally spoke. “You’re angry, so I’ll move past the way you just talked to me… this time. I’m not defending Cara’s choices. Don’t mistake my love and compassion for her being human as naivety. We’re all going to do things we’re not proud of in our life, and this will always be Cara’s number one. Believe me when I tell you that she is and will be punishing herself far worse than you can. You don’t have to make it harder.”


    She loved Careless and I knew she didn’t play favorites between the three of us, but she carried a soft spot for her. Maybe because she was the only girl, maybe because she was the baby, but either way, I knew what Careless did was killing her. She already felt like she’d failed to keep Sebastian from going off the deep end and now she would carry the guilt of Careless’s actions.


    “I know you tried really hard to protect Cara from your parents’ poison, honey, but no matter how much love we gave her, nothing can replace the need to have the love of your own mother and father.”


    She placed her hand against my cheek. “Move past your anger and you forgive, Ryland. Even if you don’t forgive, don’t be a prisoner to your past. Otherwise, you’re not giving your future a real chance.”


    I smiled. “What am I going to do without all your sound wisdom, Annie?”


    “Make your own wisdom? I’ve taught you well, hun.”


    I hated the sadness consuming everything about her right now.


    “This isn’t good-bye forever, you know?”


    She smacked my arm. “Of course it isn’t! You three couldn’t be rid of me if you tried!” I laughed and then she gave me knowing eyes. “Besides, you have Araya and she’s the best thing that could have happened to you. That lovely young lady seems like she has some good wisdom too. Let her make an honest man of you, honey.”


    I laughed and kissed her cheek. “Don’t get ahead of us, Annie.”


    “Pish-posh. I’m not saying to do anything crazy right now. You’re both still young. I’m just saying don’t let this one getaway. Girls like that, well, sadly, they’re few and far between. Know a good thing when you have it, fight like hell to keep it, and love like it’s the only thing you know how to do.”
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    Annie’s advice still buzzed through me as I shoved my bags into the trunk of my car. It wasn’t like what she’d said was a big revelation to me. I knew I loved Araya after the other night, but Annie was right. I wouldn’t let my past or people in it ruin what Araya had changed inside of me.


    I slammed the hood of my trunk and my expression immediately turned hard. I hadn’t even heard her come up to the car, but there she was, silently waiting for me.


    Her face was paler than usual, but the pink blotches from her crying and the dark smudges under her eyes distracted from that. Her hair was pulled up into a messy nest on top of her head.


    She looked different, and not because I saw her different. She was always a full armor of indifference, and it was shocking to see her looking vulnerable. She looked fragile and tiny in her white tank and cut-off shorts. I recognized those ‘shorts’ and smiled to myself at the memory. Careless was sixteen when she got them, a full-blown pain in the ass.


    Coraline had taken a very pissed off Careless, shopping, spending a ridiculous amount of money on someone who hated buying clothes at that age. Coraline had been so excited for Careless to wear the two hundred-dollar designer jeans, but before our mother got the pleasure of seeing Careless in them, she’d made a few… alterations.


    Coraline should have known better after the massacre of seven-year-old Careless’s frilly dresses that she tried to force her to wear. She should have never allowed Careless to have scissors again. She learned the hard way when Careless came down for breakfast in a nice new pair of cutoffs.


    Our mother had screamed and then cried dramatically, locking herself in her room the rest of the day.


    We Dares, we did and said things for their shock value.


    Careless was returning my smile, mistaking its meaning, and mine quickly dissolved. I picked up the box at my feet and brushed past her to the driver’s door. Seeing her now made me angry all over again, and I yanked on the door a little too forcefully.


    I put the box on the passenger seat and I wanted to get in the car and drive away without giving her what I knew she wanted right now. A chance to explain. If I really wanted to just drive off, I would have already without thinking about it, but I was still standing here.


    One hand rested on the lining of the door and my other arm rested on the top of my car, and I sighed, angry with myself because no matter how much I wanted to turn it off, I still cared enough that I couldn’t leave her feeling rejected.


    I turned my head to the side, glancing at her from the corner of my eye. She stood with her back to me still, twisting her hands nervously.


    Her ability to make me feel sorry for her fueled my anger and I cursed, slamming the car door. She flinched, but didn’t turn around.


    “You have a lot of nerve coming out here looking for sympathy, Careless,” I snapped.


    “I’m not—”she cried in a way that made me feel like a foot stomp should have followed.


    “Aren’t you?” I interrupted. I couldn’t stomach more of her lies. “You didn’t purposely come down here looking like death to play your part of remorse perfectly? Or are you telling me you’re not the daughter of Coraline Dare? She’s the damn queen of sympathy-seeking and we already know you’re the daughter of Jonathan Dare.”


    Her eyes rimmed with new tears, but she swiped at them angrily before they could fall free. I turned away because if I let her pain soften me, my anger would die out and right now I wanted to hurt her. I wanted her to feel embarrassed and humiliated the way Araya felt when the people who were supposed to care about her tried to sell her.


    “I deserve that,” she said quietly.


    “No, you deserve worse! But you’ll do that part on your own. How could you do that to her, Careless? Or better question, why did you do it? She thought you were her friend. You were supposed to be her friend! Was all of it fake? At what point did you turn on Araya?”


    “No, it wasn’t all fake! She’s my friend… or was. I screwed up, Ryland. I know that, and if I could take it all back, I would. I promise I’ll make it right. Araya and I can be—”


    “No! You stay away from her. I think you’ve done enough damage. She’s a good person, Careless. She doesn’t need to be tainted by people like you.”


    Her face turned red and she crossed her arms. “You can’t tell her who she can and can’t talk to, Ryland. You’re not her warden.”


    “No, I can’t, but I can tell you to leave her alone. Just stay away, Careless.” I pointed at her and took a step toward my car. “Actually, do us both a favor and stay away from me too.”


    “That’s not fair, Ryland Dare!” she yelled.


    I stopped and glared at her. “Fair? You really want to go there? We’ve been shit on our entire life”—I raised my arm toward the house behind us—“by the two people who should have given a damn the most, Careless! You know what it’s like, so why would you do that to Araya? Of all people, why her? You know what she’s been through. You don’t get to talk about fair.” I narrowed my eyes at her.


    She took a deep breath. “I get that you’re mad. What I did to Araya was fucked up. I know that, believe me. But Araya’s the only one who has the right to tell me to stay out of her life. Not you, and you can’t shut me out forever. You’re my brother and no matter how angry you are with me, that will never change! So you can be mad at me now, but you can’t hate me forever.”


    “You used me in your sick, twisted game, Careless, and you tried to get Araya pregnant. Remind me again why I don’t get to hate you forever?”


    “No!” She shook her head fiercely. “I knew you wouldn’t get her pregnant,” she insisted.


    I stared at her like she’d lost her mind. “Well, that changes everything, then! As long as you knew I wouldn’t get her pregnant all is forgiven and forgotten,” I snapped sarcastically.


    “Don’t be an ass, Ryland.”


    “The fact that you continually want me to show you any kind of kindness is laughable. All I want to know is how this got started and why you did it.”


    She swallowed and sucked in a deep breath. “Nina approached me. She didn’t know, but her timing was perfect. I’d just gotten into it with J.D. because he was trying to deny my college tuition. He didn’t want me to go to art school, and if I wanted his money, I had to go to the college of his choice.”


    I frowned. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    She shrugged, holding up her hands helplessly. “What would you have done? I know you want to protect me, Ryland, but at some point I have to do it on my own.”


    “Well, you don’t have that anymore. Don’t worry.”


    “She told me what her plan was and said she would give me a cut. She said her niece had already met you and all I needed to do was sit with Araya for a few hours a day while you two got close. I was so angry with him, Ryland. I couldn’t see past my own hatred, and I told her I would help.”


    I’d kept hold on the hope that all of this was a really bad nightmare and I would wake up any minute. But hearing Careless’s confession made it real, and my anger doubled.


    “I don’t understand why you were so set against Araya and me in the beginning. It doesn’t make sense…” I stopped when the truth set in. “It was all an act, wasn’t it? You never wanted me to leave her alone. You really had me fooled with all that ‘she’s off limits’ business. You knew baiting me would get me to go after her more. You were setting me up, you b—” I growled and went toward her, my fists clenched at my side, because all I really wanted to do was strangle her.


    “Ryland!” she cried, putting her hands out, and I stopped.


    “God, Careless!” I ran a hand through my hair and spun around. “You manipulated me and you didn’t even bat your damn eyelashes. You’re just like him. Did you not see that when you got involved in this?”


    She could no longer hold them in and tears spilled down her cheeks. As much as I wanted to hate her right now, my heart ached for my little sister. I hadn’t been able to save her from the monster that was our father. Cara had to take responsibility for what she did, but so did our parents.


    “I tried so hard to keep you from becoming a spitting image of J.D., but despite my efforts, you did anyway.


    “Ryland, I’m so sorry.” She sobbed, and her words tripped over themselves. She took a step toward me, reaching for me, but I stepped beyond her grasp.


    “You’ll have to live with what you did, Careless. What you did to Araya. I’m done with you and I’m done with them.


    “Ryland, please, I’m sorry! I never expected you to fall in love with someone like—” She stopped and looked up at me.


    I glared at her. “Go on, finish. What you were going to say?” I dared her.


    She shook her head helplessly.


    “Finish!” I roared, and she jumped.


    “I didn’t expect you to fall in love with Araya!”


    “That’s not what you were going to say. Why couldn’t I love someone like her? Because she’s blind?” I snarled.


    “Come on, Ryland! That’s not who we are. We don’t fall in love, no matter who it is. We’re Dares,” she spat defensively.


    I shook my head violently. “No! Don’t compare me to them. To you.”


    “Why not? It’s true! I’ve watched you use more than your share of girls over the last few years, with no regards for their feelings.”


    “I was always honest and up front with them. I never lied to them. They knew what I offered, and if they didn’t want that, they were free to walk away. Is that really how low you think of me? That I’m too shallow to fall in love with someone like Araya and I use everyone else?”


    “And you think any better of me? You and Sebastian deemed me Careless,” she hissed, using hand quotes, “a long time ago, Ryland. Don’t act like you’ve always been a victim.”


    “Yes I went along with it. At the time, I thought it was an act of yours. We didn’t exactly grow up in the most stable environment and I figured you were acting out. I thought I could protect you from them. I tried like hell, but it’s obvious I didn’t. Deep down I knew you weren’t actually careless, but the joke’s on me, right? I was wrong. You are careless and now we can add heartless to that too.”


    Her face paled and she wiped at the tears still falling. “That’s a shitty thing to say, Ryland. You know I’m not like them! You know that!


    “That’s where you’re wrong, Careless.” Her nickname tasted like acid as it took on a whole new meaning. “You’re exactly like them. You wanted to hurt him even though you knew he wasn’t worth it.”


    “I made a mistake. I was trying to hurt him, not you and certainty not Araya.”


    “It’s not that you weren’t trying; you just didn’t expect to get caught. You thought I would sleep with her, maybe get her pregnant, and then toss her aside. Nina would blackmail J.D. and no one would ever know you were involved, right?”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “I don’t care,” I said simply. “I didn’t plan on falling in love with Araya, but I did, and because of you, all of that could have been lost. You brought her here for your own cruel vendetta with zero regard to the consequences.”


    “Tell me how I can make this right,” she pleaded.


    “You can’t make this right. You went too far.” I turned away from her and opened the car door. I stopped before getting in and turned to look at her. “Congratulations. You’ve become just like the very people you despise.”
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  The sound of my name being echoed throughout the small room woke me the next morning.


  “Araya! Get up, NOW!”


  I frowned and blinked rapidly until a blurriness of darkness came into view. I pushed myself up on my elbows and turned toward the room.


  “Nina?” My voice was hoarse from sleep that still rested in my vocal cords.


  “Of course! Who else would it be? Get up, now!” she ordered again.


  I sat up completely, feeling alarmed now. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”


  “You’re leaving,” she said simply.


  She was moving around the room and I realized the clatter she was making was the sound of my dresser drawers being opened and slammed shut. Her fuzzy shadow was a blur as she moved about. And then what she just said finally sank in.


  “What do you mean I’m leaving?” I panicked.


  “This isn’t working for either of us and I don’t want you anymore. It’s time for you to go be someone else’s burden.”


  A shiver of fear ran down my spine and my first thought was Ryland. She was going to ship me off and I wasn’t even going to get to say good-bye. I held back the tears long enough to get more information.


  “Where am I going?” My voice trembled.


  “Don’t act like you’re upset, Araya.”


  Panic and fear and anger were mixing in my system now.


  “Where am I going?” I repeated more firmly this time.


  It was enough to make her pause.


  “I’ve made arrangements for you to go to a special school for the blind.”


  I swallowed the urge to throw up. “What? When?”


  “Today. Tonight, actually. They’re bringing a bus by to pick you up this evening. So I need you to get up and get ready.”


  None of what she was saying made sense and I was trying not to lose it. I needed to get to Ryland or at least talk to him, but I didn’t know how.


  “Are you listening to me, Araya?” Nina demanded, slamming the lid to the suitcase. “You need to get up now. I want the rest of your stuff packed before you leave.”


  I wanted to tell her there was nothing else. Everything I owned fit into the one dresser and she’d just packed it up into one suitcase. But if I told her that, she might try and have me picked up now, and I needed more time.


  “No!” I blurted the first thing I thought of and looked up at her shadow.


  “What?” she hissed.


  “No! I’m not leaving.”


  “The hell you’re not!” she spat and stomped over to me and grabbed my arm. “This isn’t up for negotiation.”


  I tried not to wince or cry out when her fingernails bit into the sensitive flesh of my arm. She pulled me roughly from the bed and threw me into the table. I couldn’t control the sound of pain that slipped when my hip knocked into the table.


  “You have an hour to get your stuff together or so help me, Araya…” she threatened.


  I turned on her with all the hatred I felt for her shimmering in my glare.


  “You’ll do what? What more can you possibly do to me that you haven’t already? You’ve punished me for the last four years for reminding you of my mother. You made sure I couldn’t do anything for myself by locking me in this house, and you tried to get me pregnant and sell me to a man who makes the devil look like a saint. So tell me, Nina, what exactly are you going to do?”


  She didn’t answer me and when she finally spoke, she completely ignored my question.


  “You’re leaving whether your stuff is ready or not. Pack it or leave it. I don’t care. When the bus to Madison comes at eight, you’ll be on it.”


  My head snapped back at her words. “What did you just say?”


  “I don’t have time for your games, Araya—”


  “Just tell me what you said. The bus to…?” I waited, but I knew what she’d said the first time.


  “Madison Academy.”


  I felt like I was going to throw up and I fell back a step, one hand gripping the table and the other flat against my stomach.


  “How much did he offer you?” I demanded.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “How much did that man offer you? And you can skip the part where you pretend like you have no idea who I’m talking about. How much, Nina?”


  “Eight hundred thousand to have you gone by tonight. It’s all done and arranged for, Araya. There’s no point in fighting it. You’ll be gone before that boy even knows you’ve left.”


  “You disgust me!” I spat. I couldn’t control the rage any longer. “You weren’t mad at my mother because she was so perfect. You were angry with her because she reminded you just how revolting of a person you are. Every day she made you face the fact that no one would ever love a person like you and no one has. You’re pathetic!” I screamed.


  Her hand cracked across my face so hard my ears rang. The pain of the blow stung my cheek and radiated through my jaw. I touched my cheek, but that hurt too. I glared at her, refusing to let her see I was in any pain.


  Her shadow was gone and she stomped toward the door, throwing it open.


  “You will never see Ryland again, do you hear me? I may spend the rest of my life alone and unloved, but my dear niece, so will you.”


  She slammed the door and I collapsed toward the bed, trembling. My cheek was on fire and my head started to pound. I didn’t want to cry, but I could feel the tears coming. She was right; I was never going to see Ryland again.


  I sat there holding myself and rocking myself for nearly twenty minutes before I remembered the cell phone Ryland had left for me. I was like a mad woman as I pulled the blankets and sheets from my bed, looking for the phone.


  My fingers searched along the mattress until I found it and I pressed the button on the side. I waited a second until I saw the faint light turn on. My voice was trembling so badly that it took three tries and one deep breath for the stupid thing to register my command.


  Finally it announced it was calling Ryland and I put the phone to my ear, waiting. It rang so many times that I started to think he wasn’t going to answer and tears soaked my cheeks.


  “Hello?” a rough voice rasped into the phone and I nearly fainted from relief.


  “Ryland!” I cried. “Ryland, please, you have to come get me!”


  The other end was silent and I thought maybe the line had gotten disconnected, and then I heard his voice.


  “Araya?”


  “Yes!” I said, trying not to dwell on the fact that he needed to ask.


  “This is Sebastian. Ryland isn’t here.”


  It made sense now, but I still didn’t have time.


  “Is there any way to get ahold of him?” I tried not to sound annoyed.


  “No. He had to go to the school and he left his phone. Are you okay?”


  “No. Nina’s sending me away. Your—J.D. paid her off to send me away without Ryland knowing. She doesn’t know I have this phone. Do you know when he’ll be back?”


  “He didn’t say.”


  I wanted to cry and scream, but all I could think about was that I wouldn’t get to say good-bye to Ryland, but at least he would know I didn’t leave him.


  “When he comes back, can you tell him what happened and tell him that I love him? Please, can you do that for me?”


  He went quiet again. “Where do you live?”


  “What?”


  “Where do you live? I’ll come get you.”


  After thanking him profusely, I gave him my address.


  “I know where this is. Can you be ready in ten minutes?”


  “I can be ready in five,” I countered. “I can meet you downstairs. I only have one suitcase.”


  “What’s the apartment number? I’ll come up”


  I felt like I should argue, but there was no time so I gave him the apartment number and hung up with him. I’d never gotten ready so fast in my life and within five minutes, I was waiting on Sebastian with the front door open. Time had never felt so slow in those last five minutes and when I heard his heavy footfalls, I was relieved.


  “I’m all ready.” I rushed, moving to pick up my suitcase by my leg.


  Sebastian was pulling it before I could even lift it off the ground, and I smiled, looking up at him. I pushed my hair out of my face and took a needed breath. I just wanted to get out of here already.


  “What the hell?” he growled and there was a loud thud.


  His fingers wrapped around my chin and he lifted my face up, turning it to the side. I’d completely forgotten about my face and the welt I was sure was making an appearance.


  “What the hell happened to you?” he asked roughly and his thumb swept across my swollen cheekbone. I winced and he dropped his fingers, freeing my chin.


  “I’m fine.” I reached for the suitcase he’d abandoned, but he pulled it from my fingers.


  “You don’t look fine.”


  “I don’t know when Nina will be back,” I said, pleading with him to go.


  “I wouldn’t mind sticking around,” he argued.


  “Please, Sebastian.”


  He made a noise of disgust. “Let’s go.”


  We got halfway down the hall before I came to a sudden halt. “Wait!”


  I turned and rushed back toward the door, feeling against the wall until I found it. I hadn’t locked it and I pushed open the door.


  “What’s wrong?” Sebastian said in the doorway.


  “I forgot my necklace.”


  I’d hidden the necklace that Ryland gave me so Nina wouldn’t see it and take it from me. I pulled open the second drawer to my dresser and felt under it until my fingers found where I’d taped it.


  “Okay, I’m ready.”


  When we got to the top of the stairs, he held out his elbow for me. It was cold outside and the vow of rain lingered in the air. I rubbed my arms while Sebastian opened the door for me. I didn’t take a full breath until I was in his car and we’d put distance between the apartment and us. Even if I could see, looking back was something I had no interest in doing.
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  “Can I get you anything?” Sebastian asked me nervously for the second time in five minutes.


  He fidgeted, switching between pacing and playing with his keys or change in his pockets. The Dare brothers had the same nervous expressions, and it made me smile.


  “I already asked that, didn’t I?”


  My eyebrows rose and I lifted my face toward his rough voice. It wasn’t smooth and firm like Ryland’s. Years of drinking, bars, and underground fighting rings filled with second-hand smoke and God knows what else had changed it. It wasn’t unpleasant though.


  “It’s okay.” I reassured him. “Do you want something?”


  Maybe if I left the room long enough he would relax and then maybe I could. Right now I felt like any small noise was going to send us up in the air, gripping the ceiling like a terrified cat.


  “Uh… no. I’m good.” He had a frown in his voice. “How…?” He couldn’t help but ask.


  “I’ve been taking care of myself for four years now. I know my way around the kitchen.” I smiled.


  “No, I’m good.”


  He was the only Dare sibling that I hadn’t spent most of my summer with. He wasn’t used to being around me, and he did what every seeing person would do—used gestures instead of expressions. Maybe it was because I hadn’t been blind all my life, but I could tell when they inserted a head nod or tilt before they actually said anything. It was just instinct.


  “I don’t know when Ryland will be back,” he said, filling the silence with an offside apology.


  “It’s okay.” I clasped my hands between my legs.” You don’t have to be nervous around me. I know it takes a while to get used to...” I waved my hand in front of my eyes.


  “Is that why you think I’m nervous?”


  I frowned. “Well, I did. Why, if that’s not it?”


  “Truth or dare, Red?”


  I thought about it for a minute and took a deep breath. “Ask me again after I’ve talk to Ryland.”


  I know he felt like he needed to fill the brief inserts of silence with conversation, but it wasn’t needed. I had so many things on my mind. I welcomed the chance to get my thoughts in order, but to Sebastian, it was awkward silence.


  “Do you mind if I lie down?”


  I knew he wasn’t going to relax until I was occupied, and even though his discomfort was kind of amusing, I felt for him.


  “Yeah.” He jumped from his chair and I could almost feel his relief.


  His dark shadow hovered above me, blocking out the sunlight from the window.


  “Take my hand and I’ll help you.”


  I reached out until my fingers found his, and he barely waited for me to stand fully before he was leading me down a hallway. He opened a door and there was no hint of light or even windows. It was so dark.


  “This room doesn’t have a light and the windows are covered in those tinted screen thingies, but it’s the only room with a bed.”


  I didn’t feel the need to remind him I lived in my own personal darkness, permanently. I didn’t need light. I took a step into the room and he surprised me when his hand touched my back.


  “I’m just going to show you to the bed,” he explained. “It’s right here,” he said, planting me next to the bed. “If you need anything, just holler.”


  He moved toward the door, and I stopped him before he could leave.


  “Thank you,” I whispered. “For everything.”


  He was quiet for a moment and then I felt him push my hair aside, but his touch didn’t linger. It was just enough to confuse me.


  “Don’t mention it.” And then he was gone.


  I lay down thinking there was no way I was going to be able to sleep, but after ten minutes, I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer.


  I woke with my name being called again, but this time I welcomed the sound. Rolling onto my side, I sighed as Ryland’s forehead touched mine.


  “Hi,” I whispered.


  “Hi.” His tone was controlled, but I could tell the hold was fragile. The slightest thing was going to set him off.


  His fingers brushed across my bruised cheek and I tried not to flinch, but my skin was sensitive and I grimaced. He shot up and the heavy sound of his footsteps moving across the floor told me he was pacing.


  I pushed myself up into a sitting position and swiped the tangled curls out of my face, waiting for him to calm down. Anything I tried to say was going to make it worse. So I waited for the storm to pass.


  “I’m going to kill them for thinking they can lay a hand on you without any consequences.”


  Still I waited, saying nothing. He wasn’t going to listen to anything beyond his own angry threats.


  “Did they think they could just ship you off and I would just roll over and let them keep you from me? J.D.’s got a lot of nerve. He’s always playing one step ahead of everyone. I should have seen this coming. I never should have left you there by yourself!”


  By the end of his last confession, his fire was starting to simmer. The bed dipped under his weight and he crushed me to him, his lips finding mine. The small sound of surprise that escaped my lips was lost in his kiss.


  I expected it to be rough, but his mouth was gentle as it curved around mine. My lips parted under the tender persuasion of his, and my tongue was inviting him in before he could do anything. He growled deep in his throat and pulled me into his lap. His tongue slipped over mine, swirling and dipping until I was left panting.


  “I hate that you had to go through that alone. I haven’t even asked if you’re okay.”


  He was still holding me close. Close enough that our lips brushed across each other’s when we spoke.


  “I’m fine. Sort of.” I smiled. “I thought I wasn’t going to see you before they came and got me. I almost forgot about the phone.” I moved far enough back so I could pull it from my sweater pocket. I rocked it back and forth in my hand to show him.


  “I would have found you. I promise you that, hummingbird.”


  “What do we do now?” I asked.


  He moved from the bed and started pacing again.


  “You’ll stay here for now,” he finally said. “We have plenty of time to figure out everything else. I promise.”


  “Will Sebastian be okay with that? Me staying here, I mean?”


  “Of course he will. Besides, it’ll only be for a little while. I’ll get us our own place.”


  “Us?” I said, taken back.


  He stopped and was back on the bed again. “Yes, us. Is that okay? Would you want to live with me? I could get you an apartment of your own for now—”


  “No,” I said too loudly and my face lit up with a happiness that was both old and new. “I’d love to live with you.”


  I pulled him to me and kissed him hard. When he finally pulled back, I was breathless and my lips felt swollen.


  “You’ll never have to go back there again, Araya. I love you and I won’t lose you.”


  “You love me?” I whispered and felt like my heart was going to explode.


  I’d waited so long to hear him say it, and every time we were together and he hadn’t, I felt like I was never going to. Now that I had, I never wanted him to stop saying it.


  “Of course I love you. I probably fell in love with you the moment I met you, Araya. I just wish it hadn’t taken me so long to realize it or to tell you.”


  His fingers combed through my hair and cupped the side of my cheek, pulling me in close.


  “I think I fell in love with you the moment I met you too, Ryland.”


  “Thank you for changing my life, hummingbird.”


  I laughed and started to cry at the same time. Throwing my arms around his neck, I pulled his lips to mine. Thirty minutes later, I was curled against his side and running my fingers across his naked chest. I was blissfully happy.


  I rested my chin on his head and my hair fanned out around his ribs. The sound of rain hitting the window in the bedroom was soothing.


  “Do you think Sebastian is going to be upset after what we just did in his bed?” I asked, and I could feel the warmth covering my cheeks and neck.


  He laughed. “You mean is he going to be upset because his little brother got straddled by an outrageously sexy redhead in his bed? Upset? Honestly, I’m finding it hard to care right now. Jealous? Definitely!”


  “Ryland!” I hit his chest and he laughed, rolling on top of me.


  “We’re definitely going to have to get our own place and soon.” He kissed my nose. “We probably should give him his room back. He’s fighting tonight.”


  He got out of the bed and I rolled over, pulling the sheet with me. I watched his dark shadow dance across the space in front of me as he got dressed and wished until I ached that I could see how beautiful he looked naked.


  I sighed, bringing his attention to me. He squatted next to the side of the bed.


  “What’s wrong, hummingbird?”


  “It’s not fair.” I pouted.


  I could hear the smile in his words. “What’s not fair?” He kissed my lower lip and then pulled it between his lips.


  When he released it, I was able to answer him. “It’s not fair that I don’t get to see you naked.”


  He laughed and kissed my nose. “You’re not missing much.”


  “Liar.”


  “Come on and I’ll help you get dressed.”


  I sat up and let the sheet fall to my waist. I liked feeling so free around Ryland. I wasn’t embarrassed or shy to be with him this way. He made me feel beautiful and I loved hearing his reactions.


  “Araya,” he warned on a growl, and my lips tilted into a knowing smile.


  “Yes?” I replied innocently.


  He was hovering over me before I could blink and I fell back on my elbows. His breath was warm against my skin as he kissed each rib. His tongue made a trail up between my breasts and I shivered and my head fell back when it dipped into the hollow at my throat.


  He nipped at my collarbone and I moaned, when his hand covered my breast and his thumb swept across the center and it hardened in response. His name was a soft cry on my lips as he blew lightly over my nipple.


  “You started it.” He taunted and then his lips closed over the tight bud, sucking it into his mouth.


  I moaned and my back arched, pushing it farther into his mouth. His teeth closed around it gently and an electric shock ran down between my legs.


  He shifted on the bed and then the sheet was completely gone. The material rippled in the air as he threw it uncaringly from the bed. He pushed my legs open, running the back of his fingers down the inside of my thigh and over the center of my heat until I was trembling.


  His fingers pushed inside me and his thumb was making lazy circles over the knot of sensitive flesh until I saw white sparks. When he finished, I was clinging to him, breathless and spent.


  Five minutes later, Ryland finished getting dressed and handed me my own clothes. I was sitting at the edge of the bed, holding them to my chest.


  “Are you sure I can’t help you get dressed?”


  I smiled. “I’m fine. I’ve been getting myself dressed in the dark just fine.”


  He pulled me from the bed and into his arms, nuzzling the side of my neck.


  “It’s not that I don’t think you can do it yourself. It’s that I can’t keep my hands off you longer than five minutes at a time, and this gives me a chance to touch your beautiful, naked body.”


  There was a knock at the door and Sebastian’s rough voice came.


  “Umm, do you think I could get in there before round three starts?”


  “Oh my God.” I moaned in embarrassment and hid my flaming face in Ryland’s shirt.


  “Was that Araya?” Sebastian asked. “Am I too late?”


  Ryland bent over and threw something at the door.


  “Next time,” he vowed, kissing my forehead, “in our own place. Get dressed and I’ll meet you in the living room. I’m starving, woman.”


  He pulled the door open and I heard Sebastian’s voice in the doorway.


  “How could you not be after that? I’m starving and I wasn’t even there.”


  “Shut up, Sebastian.” Ryland warned and pulled me to him.


  I felt if I got any hotter, my face was going to explode from the pressure.


  Fifteen minutes later, I emerged from the bathroom and made my way down the hall, feeling the wall as I went. Before I could make it into the living room on my own, Ryland was there, helping me.


  “Thank you,” I said when he moved me to the couch.


  I didn’t feel the need to tell him he didn’t have to help me each time.


  “Where’s Sebastian?”


  “Still in the room getting ready. Do you want to eat in or out?”


  “In,” I replied with a slow smile.


  He laughed and kissed my lips. “I like the way you think, hummingbird. How about Chinese?” He knelt in front of me. “We can eat on the floor and feed each other. Or I can eat noodles off your body,” he said, kissing the side of my neck. “Sebastian needs to invest in a fur rug.”


  “Chinese sounds amazing,” I breathed.


  “Chinese it is, then. Have you had Chinese before? If not, you’re missing out.”


  “Maybe,” I said, trying to think. “If I have, I don’t remember.”


  He went silent and I heard him messing with something.


  “What are you doing?” I asked, tilting my head toward the sound.


  “Leaving myself a reminder on my phone,” he said, distracted, and then he put his phone away. He stood up, walking around the room. “I’ll order and then go pick it up. Sebastian will be here while I’m gone.”


  “I’m okay, Ryland. I don’t need a babysitter.”


  He was at my side again, pushing my hair away from my face.


  “That’s not what I meant, Araya. I’m sorry.”


  “You don’t have to worry about me so much. I’ve taken care of myself just fine the last few years.”


  “I know. I’m sorry. Sebastian isn’t leaving until later so he’ll be here, not for you, but because this is his apartment.” He teased.


  “Much better.” I kissed him. I wasn’t ever going to get tired of doing that. “What were you reminding yourself?”


  “What?” he asked, confused.


  “In your phone? You said you were leaving yourself a reminder.”


  “Oh, that. It was nothing. I have to call my advisor tomorrow.”


  “For school? Is everything okay?”


  “Yeah, everything’s fine. I’m just going to let him know I won’t be finishing the semester.”


  “What? Why not?” My first thought was that J.D. had cut him off.


  “We’re going to be busy. Getting an apartment and moving in. I want to make sure you’re settled and comfortable before I even think about going back to school. I know you think you can take care of yourself, but you’ll be in new surroundings. It’s going to take time. Plus, I have some money saved, but I tried not to touch J.D.’s money, so I’ll need to get a job too, but you don’t have to worry about any of that.”


  “You can’t quit school, Ryland.” I tried to stay calm.


  “I’m not quitting. I’m just taking the semester off. People do it all the time. It’s not a big deal.”


  I thought it was a very big deal. “You can’t spend your life trying to take care of me. I don’t want our relationship to be like that! I want us to be equal.”


  “Hey.” He took my hands between his and kissed my fingertips. “We are equal, hummingbird,” he insisted. “You don’t have to worry about this, okay? I’ll take care of it.”


  “How are we equal if you’re trying to take care of everything without me? You just decided all of this without even asking if I’m okay about it.”


  “I knew you’d try to talk me out of it, and I didn’t want you to worry about it. I will go back to school next year. Okay?”


  I felt like someone had sucked all the air out of the room and I was having a hard time catching my breath.


  J.D.’s words came back to taunt me as I tried to absorb everything Ryland just said. He was quitting school? He said for the rest of the semester, but what happens if one semester turned into another and another until he finally just quit.


  He wanted to take care of me because he thought I was too fragile to take care of myself. He wanted to get a job and leave school to… babysit me. He wouldn’t see it like that at first, but later when he realized he didn’t have a life because he was so busy trying to take care of everything, because he didn’t trust that I could take care of myself, he would resent me.


  I couldn’t stomach the thought that our life would turn into his parents’. I couldn’t let him do this. I wouldn’t.


  “Okay,” I whispered.


  He smoothed his hand down the side of my head and his fingers curled around the back of my neck, pulling me in to kiss my forehead.


  “I’ll order in the car. I’ll be right back.”


  “Ryland,” I said urgently and stood.


  He was still so close that I molded against him. My fingers found his neck and I moved them up until I could trace the lines of his features and then ran my fingers down his face.


  I pulled his lips to mine and kissed him softly at first, but the need to taste all of him drove me to explore further. My tongue swirled inside his mouth and over his tongue. I nipped at his lips, pushing farther.


  I was gripping his shirt, holding back the urge to cry, and his fingers were tangled in my hair when I finally pulled away. We stood like that for a minute and the warm pants of our breath bathed our moist lips.


  “That was a hell of a kiss, hummingbird,” he exclaimed, and I kissed the corners of his grin.


  “I love you,” I whispered.


  I felt him tense and he tilted my face toward his. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing.” I shook my head, hoping to soothe his alarm.


  “You’re still upset about the school and job thing, aren’t you? I told you—”


  “No,” I cut him off. “I just wanted to tell you I love you.”


  “I love you too. Now and forever, Araya.”


  I felt my heart crumble in my chest and the pain was unbearable.


  “Now and forever.” I agreed.


  “I’ll be right back, okay?”


  I nodded and then I was standing there alone. I suddenly felt cold and I wrapped my arms around myself, rubbing my arms up and down.


  I didn’t want to move, but I also knew I didn’t have a lot of time before Ryland returned. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.


  “You were listening.” It wasn’t a question or an accusation.


  He nodded his response and then realized what he had done and cleared his throat. “Yeah.”


  I nodded. “Ask me again.”


  “What?” he asked, confused.


  I turned my head in his direction and whispered. “Ask me again.”


  “Truth or Dare?”


  “Both.”
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    “I hope you’re hungry, because I got a crap-ton of food!” I announced, coming through the door twenty minutes later. I’d taken into account that Araya couldn’t remember Chinese food and that made ordering hard.


    Sebastian was sitting on the edge of the couch, and he looked up the minute I came through the door. A quick sweep around the living room told me Araya wasn’t in there.


    “Where is she?” I asked, walking through the swinging door to the kitchen.


    It was dark and empty. I put down the bags of Chinese food and went back through the door. Sebastian was standing now with his hands in his pockets.


    “You going to be here long enough to eat?” I asked him, looking down the hallway. It was dark. I figured I might as well apologize to him now while Araya was in the other room. “Hey, about earlier, man, I’m sorry we used your bedroom. I’ll buy you new sheets.” I joked.


    I didn’t wait for him to answer before I took off toward the bathroom. The door was cracked, but the light was off. Frowning, I turned to the bedroom door behind me and pushed it open. The room was empty and dark too.


    “Where is Araya?” I said as calm as I could coming back into the living room.


    “Sit down, Ryland.”


    His words sent me into an instant state of panic.


    “Where is she, Sebastian? Araya!” I hollered and waited for her to jump out and say, “Gotcha!.”


    There was nothing but silence.


    “She’s gone, Ryland.”


    I was shaking my head before the end of the sentence.


    “Knock it off, Sebastian. Where is she? Araya!” I yelled her name throughout the apartment, going through the rooms again.


    I passed him on the way to the kitchen again.


    “She’s gone, Ryland,” he repeated and tried to grab my arm, but I shook him off, calling out her name again.


    I came from the kitchen and my fists were clenched at my sides and I tried to suppress the urge to punch Sebastian in the face. He eyed my hands too and looked at me.


    “You don’t want to do that, Ryland.”


    “You wanna bet? Where the hell is she, Sebastian? Did they come for her? Did you let them take her?” I was yelling.


    “Just let me explain,” he said calmly, holding up his hands.


    “Explain faster,” I hissed through clenched teeth.


    My breath was coming in quick pants as it tried to keep up with the speeding of my heart.


    “Nobody found her. She left on her own, little brother.”


    “What do you mean she left on her own? She wouldn’t have done that? Did you say something to her?


    “No, I didn’t say anything to her.”


    “Then why didn’t you try to stop her?”


    “Because I’m not her keeper, Ryland, and neither are you. You were trying to take care of her instead of be with her. She didn’t want that.”


    “Don’t! Don’t try to tell me what I was doing.”


    “Fine,” he said, backing off and holding up his hands.


    “Where did she go?”


    “I don’t know”


    “Where did she go, Sebastian?” I roared


    “I don’t know! She wouldn’t tell me. She didn’t want to ask me to lie to you. She just asked me to call her a cab and I did.”


    “You called her a cab? Why would you do that? Why couldn’t you wait until I got back?


    “Because you wanted to quit school, Ryland. She didn’t want that for you.”


    I took a step forward and swung, and my fist connected with his nose before he could register what I was doing. I wasn’t exactly in the same fighting league as Sebastian, but I had the element of surprise on my side and he fell back a step, holding his nose. I shook my hand, grimacing, and glared at him.


    “I thought I could count on at least you,” I spat, pointing a finger at him.


    I took off toward the front door.


    “Where are you going?” he called as I threw open the door and walked out. “It’s for the best, Ryland!”


    I heard him yell as I walked down the hallway.
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    I shoved open the doors to J.D.’s office and they swung wide, hitting the wall hard. As the doorknob penetrated the wall, the sound of crushed drywall hitting the floor resonated.


    I caught him by surprise with my entrance, but when he saw it was me, he composed himself. I marched up to his desk and slammed my fists down.


    The glass on top rattled and shook and he looked down at it and then back up at me.


    “What did you do?” I demanded.


    He didn’t even bat an eye when he said, “She wasn’t good enough for you.”


    “That wasn’t your damn choice to make!” I growled.


    “I was doing what was in your best interest, Ryland. She would have ruined you. You’ll thank me one day.”


    “The hell I will! She’s the best damn thing to happen to me in a long time. You’re not going to take that away from me. I’ve let you take away too much already.”


    “You’ve let me?” He stood up and placed his hands on his desk. He leaned into me and we squared off. “You don’t let me do anything, son. I take what I want, when I want.”


    “I’m not your son. Where is she?”


    “I put in the effort to take her from you. Why would I just tell you where she is?”


    “I’ve never asked you for anything, J.D., my entire life, not a damn thing, but I’m asking you for this. Tell me where she is.”


    “This is all very white knight in shining armor of you and all. It’s heartwarming really, but I just can’t do that.”


    “Damn it!” I pounded on his desk again and turned away, running my hand through my hair.


    Nothing was going to change his mind now. No matter how much I begged or pleaded, he wasn’t going to tell me where she was because he liked being in control and right now he held all the cards.


    I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction, but I was a desperate man. I wouldn’t beg him again.


    “I don’t know what happened to you to make you such a heartless prick, but I don’t plan to ever end up like you.” I swore and turned for the door.


    “I’ll make you a deal, son.”


    I didn’t want to, but I stopped and turned my head, just enough to let him know he had my attention.


    “You come to work for me, like planned, and I’ll tell you where she is.”


    “What’s the catch?”


    There was always a catch with J.D.


    “I won’t tell you where she is until after a year’s time.”


    I whirled on him. “A year?”


    “I need to make sure you’re going to stay there and not run off with her after I’ve told you. It’s my insurance policy.”


    “Why is it so important to you that I join the company?” There had to be something he wasn’t telling me.


    “I need my legacy to live past me. You’re going to be the one to do it, son. It’s a year. It’ll fly by and I guarantee you won’t find her otherwise. I made sure of that.”


    I knew I was making a deal with the devil and when you did that, no matter what was promised, you rarely got out of hell alive, and you never got out with your soul.


    I turned on my heel and stalked back to his desk shoving my hand in his face. He looked at it and grinned, grabbing it firmly.


    I jerked his arm forward, and his stomach cut into the edge of the desk, which shook from the force. His eyes went wide with shock as I brought him face to face with me and snarled.


    “I swear to God, if you go back on your end of the deal, it will be the last thing you ever do, J.D. I promise you that.”
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    I slammed the front door behind me and jogged down the steps toward my car. I wish I felt good after my threat, but a threat was nothing to J.D. He didn’t expect me to actually follow through on it, so what was there to fear?


    I said I would wait a year, but if I found her before then, and I would be looking, I would break my end before J.D. had the chance to beat me to it.


    The gravel made little dust clouds in the air as I trudged to my car. I pulled my door open just as the front door opened, and I looked up to see Careless coming toward me.


    “Ryland, wait!” she called.


    “Not now, Careless. I’m not in the mood.”


    “Just listen to me.”


    I sat in the car and put the keys in the ignition the same time she reached my car and put her hands on the edge of the door.


    “I can help you.”


    I frowned. “What are you talking about?” I jumped out of the car and shut the door, towering over her. “You know where Araya is?”


    “No, but—”


    “But nothing, Careless. You can’t help me.” I pulled open the car door again, but she grabbed my arm.


    “I can find out where he sent her.”


    I eyed her suspiciously and shook my head. “I told you, Careless, you can’t make things right between us.”


    She sighed, looking hurt. She pulled on the sleeves of her grey sweater, covering her hands, and crossed her arms around her middle.


    “I’m not trying to make anything right, Ryland. I’m just trying to do what’s right. Let me help you find out where she is. Please.”


    And because I didn’t have a better plan, I agreed.
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    I pushed open the door to Sebastian’s apartment and kicked it closed with the back of my foot.


    “Careful. That’s the only door I have and I still haven’t gotten that renter’s insurance.”


    My shoulders sagged in disappointment. I hadn’t expected him to be here. I would have gone somewhere else, but I was afraid if Araya changed her mind and came back, no one would be here for her.


    I didn’t turn to acknowledge him. I just tossed my keys onto the side table and they landed with a loud clap.


    “Why are you sitting in the dark?” I shoved my hands in my pocket.


    “I was just trying to see what it felt like.”


    I turned my head to look at him. “What?”


    “Living in darkness, like Araya does.”


    “And?”


    “She’s a brave girl. I hate the dark.”


    He leaned over and turned on the small table lamp. The light felt like I was looking into the sun and I squinted.


    “Shit, that hurts,” Sebastian complained, rubbing his watery eyes.


    “What happened to your fight?”


    “I figured one busted nose was good for the night. No need to test my bad luck with a guy who would actually be trying to break it.”


    “I was actually trying to break it,” I informed him dryly.


    He snorted a laugh. “More reason to stay home.” He reached between his legs and pulled out a beer from the floor. “Beer?”


    I stared at his hand and then looked at him. “I’m not very good company right now.”


    “That’s how I am most days, little brother. Sit.”


    I gave in and grabbed the beer, sitting in the chair opposite from him. The can opened with a pop and fizzled as I brought it up to my lips, throwing my head back. It was half empty when I pulled it away.


    “Take it easy. We have all night.”


    “You called my girlfriend a cab and let the one man we despise send her away. You don’t get to tell me what to do. Ever.” I took another swig and crushed the empty can, tossing it behind my head. It was the first time I’d called Araya my girlfriend.


    “Hostile, destructive, and a slob.” Sebastian picked up the case of beer and put it on the table between us. “Looks like I’m going to be carrying someone to their bed when the night’s over.”


    “I sleep on your pullout couch. I can stumble there like a big drunk boy.” I leaned forward, took another beer, and drank half of it in one swallow.


    “I don’t think J.D. had anything to do with Araya leaving.”


    “He set everything up. He put ideas in her head.”


    “That may be true, but you confirmed her fears, Ryland. You made her feel like she was going to be a burden with all that talk about leaving school and needing to stay with her and take care of her.”


    “That’s not what I meant!” I said defensively.


    “How else was she supposed to take it?”


    “She let J.D. get into her head. I could—”


    My phone started to go off, cutting off what I was going to say. I pulled it out of my pocket and looked at the lit screen.


    I jumped out of my chair, swiping my finger across the screen. I caught Sebastian’s confused look before I turned, putting the phone to my ear.


    “Araya?”


    My heart was pounding so hard I could barely hear anything other than the roar of it.


    “Yes,” she said calmly.


    “Where are you?”


    “I’m calling from a payphone,” she whispered. “You’d think these things were as old as dinosaurs the way the cab driver acted when I asked him to stop at one. I didn’t realize no one uses them anymore.”


    “Where’s the phone I got you? I tried calling you a million times. You should have taken it with you at least.”


    “I left it on the bed in the room. I couldn’t take it with me, Ryland. I couldn’t trust myself not to call you.”


    “You were worried I would track you by it,” I accused.


    “I thought it might be a possibility.”


    “Why can’t I know where you’re going?”


    “Because it’s better this way, Ryland. We needed a clean break.”


    “A clean break? Araya, what the hell’s going on? I thought everything was fine when I left. You said you weren’t upset.”


    “You wouldn’t have left if I hadn’t said what I had.”


    “I just want to see you. I promise we’ll just talk. Can I meet you somewhere?”


    “I can’t. They’re expecting me in the morning.”


    “Who’s expecting you?”


    “I just called to say good-bye, Ryland. I knew I couldn’t do it face to face and you deserved more than just a letter.”


    “You don’t have to do this, Araya.”


    “Yes, I do, Ryland. I know you don’t understand, but it has to be this way.”


    “Why? You took what I said wrong earlier. I want to spend my life with you, Araya. I want all of you. I’ve never tried to fix you. I’ve always pushed you to do things yourself. I just want to love you and—”


    “And take care of me?”


    “No. You don’t need to be taken care of in that sense. I want to take care of you the way a man takes care of the woman he loves.”


    “I need to learn to be on my own before I can share my life with someone else, Ryland. There are so many things I can’t do that I should be able to. I want to dance again, thanks to you. I never thought I could. I want to finish school too.”


    “We can do that together. I can help.”


    “You can’t help me without it becoming a full-time job, Ryland. You need to finish school and figure out what you want to do.”


    “You said forever, Araya.” I was grasping now.


    “Nothing lasts forever, Ryland.”


    “Then, damn it, let me be your nothing, Araya.”


    She didn’t respond and I knew nothing I said was going to change her mind. She was convinced I was going to ruin my life by trying to be a part of hers.


    “I have to go, but I couldn’t leave without telling you how much you’ve changed my life this summer. I could never thank you enough. I will always love you for that, Ryland. You dared me to hope when I thought I had none left. You dared me to love when I thought I couldn’t, and you dared me to live again.”


    She was killing me. “Look I know you think that I changed your life, Araya, but you saved mine. I’ll wait for you. I don’t care how long I have to wait.”


    “Ryland,” she sighed and took a breath, “I don’t expect you to wait for me. I want you to fall in love and be happy. I needed you to hear that from me so you knew it was okay to move on.”


    “Hummingbird…”


    I wanted to say more, but she was whispering good-bye and the line went dead. I dropped the phone from my ear and squeezed it in my fist.


    When I turned around, Sebastian was staring at me, looking as helpless as I felt. Every emotion I was feeling was conforming into one until I exploded. I made an angry strangled sound and threw my phone across the room. It exploded, shattering into a million pieces at the door.


    She was gone.
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  I hung up and took a shaky breath. My fingers were still tightly clasped around the receiver as I tried not to pick the phone back up and beg Ryland to forget everything I just said and come get me.


  “Hey, lady, I don’t have all day,” the cab driver said impatiently.


  “That meter you still have running says otherwise,” I snapped.


  He grumbled something and got back into the driver seat.


  “Fudge!” I stopped my foot. “Get it together and get in the cab, Araya.”


  I told myself I was doing the right thing. I knew I was.


  Even if my heart didn’t agree.


  The drive to the academy was painfully long and it gave me more time to think than I wanted. I rested my forehead against the cool glass and with each bump on the road, it knocked into the surface.


  I wanted to cry. I wanted to cry until I couldn’t cry anymore, but I couldn’t. It felt too much like mourning a death and Ryland and I were both very much alive.


  I was sad and angry and hurt, and I thought about my mom.


  


  “Go away!” I screamed when she knocked on the door.


  There was a slight pause before the door creaked open slowly.


  “Really?” she asked.


  Turning my head to the side, I looked at her. Her fingers held the edge of the door and her head peaked in.


  “No,” I sighed, getting up and hugging the pillow to my chest. “You always want me to be a normal teen. Isn’t this how normal teens act?”


  She slipped the rest of the way into the room and sat down on my bed.


  “Why do you think that’s how teens act?”


  “That’s how they act on TV.”


  “Rule of thumb, don’t take your lessons from TV.” She tucked her leg under her. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”


  “Brad, who I thought liked me, asked Carrie to the dance this weekend.”


  “They’re all going to laugh…” she said randomly and I frowned, giving her a look of confusion. “Sorry, forget it. Not the time. Continue.” She held out her hand.


  “Well, he didn’t even bother to tell me he was going to take her. She was so smug as she walked through lunch today. I was so mad I could have fudging punched her!”


  “First off, easy, killer. Violence is never the first answer, especially when brought on by a boy.”


  “Never the first answer?”


  She smiled and wiggled her eyebrows at me. “Is this the same Brad you’ve been crushing on all year?” She sighed. “I knew we would eventually be having this conversation, but all that prep time doesn’t make it easier. I know boys seem like an important part of teen life now. They’re new and exciting and the attention is nothing short of great. But believe me, Araya, there’s plenty of time for boys when you get older, and I’m not talking about ten years from now older. Just give yourself at least another two years. Two years to enjoy being a kid. Two years to focus on dancing and just hanging out. Two years.


  “I thought I loved him,” I said softly, and a tear slipped down my cheek.


  “Oh, baby girl,” she soothed, sweeping me into her arms. She propped her chin on my head. “Boys at this age aren’t worth your attention and they’re definitely not worth your tears.” She used her hands to wipe the tears away. “Spare yourself the unneeded heartache because I tell you now, when you get older, it’s ten times harder. Don’t put yourself through that when you know finding true love at the age of fifteen is unlikely.


  “The good news is heartbreak like this is fast and it’s very rare. You’re young and your feelings are all over the place. What you think is love now, you’ll realize when you’re older it’s nothing compared to the real thing. Put Brad out of your head.”


  I snuggled deeper into her comforting warmth and wrapped my arm around hers. “Mom?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Was it real love with Dad?”


  “Yes, it was. I couldn’t have made you if it wasn’t.”


  “I’m going to try to see past the gross part of what you said and focus on the sentiment.” She laughed and squeezed me. “Mom?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Do you still love him?”


  “I love the old him. The old him gave me you and I’ll always love him for that.”


  “I guess I love the old him for giving me you.”


  She kissed my head. “Araya?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I think it’s time we watch the movie Carrie. It might put a whole new perspective on this whole dance fiasco.”


  And it did. I was no longer upset that I’d missed the dance.


  


  I smiled against the window of the cab and I thought about everything she said the night of the accident. She was right about so many things. Thinking about what I thought was love with Brad made me realize how wrong I’d been. What I felt with Ryland, what was breaking my heart now, this was love.


  I wish she were here to convince me I was doing the right thing now. I needed her so much. But I had her memories and that meant even in my own darkness, I was home.
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  Three months, six days, fifteen hours, and forty-three minutes. That’s how long it’d been since I saw Araya last.


  Two months, four days, ten hours, and twenty-nine minutes was how long it took for Careless to find out where she was.


  One month, nine days, eight hours, and fifty-nine minutes was the amount of time it had taken me to actually work up the nerve to come see Araya.


  As I walked through the grounds of Madison Academy, my heart pounded against my chest and I was sure everyone could hear the sound echo off the mahogany walls of the upscale prep school.


  The main hall smelled of high society upbringing, greed, and dirty money. It left a bad taste in my mouth and made me wonder how Araya was surviving in a place like this.


  I’d bypassed the administrator’s office because I was sure they would have my pictures and clear instructions to escort me off the premises if spotted trying to see Araya. Working with J.D. for the past three months was teaching me how to stay one step ahead of him. It also left me wandering the halls aimlessly.


  I figured I could stop someone who looked less official and ask them if they knew of Araya and where she might be.


  Just then a girl rounded the corner. She didn’t make eye contact as she got closer to me, and for some reason I lost my nerve to get her attention as she closed in on me.


  She surprised me when she suddenly looked at me and smiled as if just noticing I was there.


  “You lost?” she asked, smiling flirtatiously.


  “Uh…” I hesitated, rubbing the back of my neck.


  “It’s not a trick question.” She teased.


  “I’m looking for someone,” I blurted before I lost my nerve.


  I don’t know why I was so nervous to see her. This is what I wanted, what I’d been waiting for, but that still didn’t stop my stomach from knotting.


  “This someone have a name?”


  “Araya?”


  “Are you asking me?” She smiled, clearly enjoying giving me a hard time. I laughed, instantly feeling stupid.


  “Her name is Araya Noelle.”


  She nodded once, slowly, and turned on her heel, going in the direction she’d just come. Her chestnut hair swirled around her as she took off. I frowned and looked around. Was I supposed to follow her?


  “Yes,” she called out behind her.


  “I’m sorry, what?” I called, sticking my head out to hear her better.


  She looked at me over her shoulder. “Yes, you follow me.”


  I caught up with her, walking fast because she was obviously not going to wait for me. I could see her looking at me and I cocked my head slightly to peek at her through the corner of my eye to make sure I wasn’t just thinking she was looking at me. When it was confirmed, I looked at her too


  “What?”


  She raised her eyebrows at me. “Before I go through all the effort of sashaying my hips, batting my lashes, and drawing you in with my witty personality, are you and Araya more than just friends?”


  I frowned and then laughed loudly. “Yeah, we are.”


  “I thought so. You look completely smitten,” she said with a pout.


  We turned down another hall and then she stopped so suddenly I had to backtrack a few steps to even out with her.


  “Why’d we stop?”


  She pointed to our left and my gaze immediately fell on Araya through the ceiling-to-floor glass walls. My breath caught. My memory hadn’t been doing her beauty justice.


  “Exactly what I thought…” the brunette said. “Smitten.” I vaguely heard her, and when I went to tell her thanks, she was gone.


  Araya was sitting on the floor, her legs wide as she stretched to touch her toes. She was leaning over her long legs, her attention on the girl next to her, and her long red hair was pulled back. She stood up, stretching from side to side. Her black leotard clung to her shapely curves.


  She lifted up on to the tips of her toes, once and then twice. She was dancing again and she looked happy. I watched her for a few more minutes and the more I watched her, the more I knew I was going to turn around and walk away from her.


  Part of me had secretly, selfishly, hoped she was going to be unhappy and relieved that I’d finally found her. Part of me really wanted to be the Prince Charming she’d labeled me once. That time seemed so long ago.


  She was happy and I wouldn’t destroy that by making her choose. Mostly because I was scared to death it wouldn’t be me that she chose. Backing away from the window, I walked away.


  I would wait. I would give her what she asked for, what she needed, but when she was ready, all bets were off.
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    “Did you see Pierce today? Oh. My. Word!” Makaela growled.


    “You remember this is a school for the blind, right?”


    “Oh, blindness, shmindness, Araya. Stare at Pierce Logan long enough and you will see again. He’s that gorgeous.”


    “You think every guy is that gorgeous.” I mocked her.


    “But I only drop panties for guys like Peirce.”


    “Don’t be slutty. Don’t be that girl.”


    She laughed and smacked her lips at me. “Too late!”


    “I refuse to believe that.”


    I rested my hands back on the bed, waiting for Makaela to finish getting ready so we could go eat.


    “You just refuse to notice anyone!” She complained. Her voice was muffled as she searched through her closet.


    I shifted to resting on one hand and moved my other hand back and forth across my face. “Again, I don’t think you’re grasping the whole blind-girl thing here.”


    I was hit in the face with a piece of clothing.


    “Yeah, that’s never going to get old.”


    Sarcasm had become a forte of mine within the past six months. I blamed Mik’s bad influence.


    Snatching it off my face, I tossed it aside. “Doesn’t it go against some ethical code of yours to throw things at the seeing impaired?”


    “Hmm…” She pretended to think. “No. Besides I think only doctors and lawyers have ethical codes.”


    “Only doctors and lawyers? That’s kind of sad.”


    “Yeah, well, humanity today is sad and a thing of the past. It’s the world we live in.


    “Lawyers, though?” I questioned doubtfully.


    “Hey! Not all lawyers are bad!


    “Isn’t being slimy a requirement to become a lawyer?


    “You bite your tongue, Araya Lynn Noelle. My uncle is a damn good lawyer.


    “Did you just middle-name me? How do you even know my middle name? And is your uncle slimy?”


    “The slimiest, but that doesn’t distract from the fact that he’s still a damn good lawyer. And because you can’t see me, being blind and all, I’m winking at you.”


    I snorted. “Here I thought you didn’t listen to me.”


    “You know I have access to your file. I know all your dark little secrets. You’d be surprised about the things I know about you.”


    I crossed my arms and my eyes lifted in doubt. “Like what?” I challenged.


    She smashed my face between her hands. “I’m looking at you intensely right now.” I rolled my eyes. “I know you have a tramp stamp that says ‘Dirty Girl’ and, be still my beating heart, that’s when I knew you needed me as your best friend.”


    I broke into a fit of uncontrollable laughter, and she kissed my forehead with a loud smack.


    “Now get that dirty-girl ass up and let’s go eat. I’m famished.”


    “Yeah, well, you keep letting that imagination of yours run wild and unsupervised, you pay the price.”


    I walked to the door and took my scarf and jacket from the coat hanger.


    “Hey, nobody puts Baby in the corner. Besides, what do I always say?”


    “Limitations are life’s way of calling you its bitch,” we said in unison.


    “You do me proud, dirty girl,” she mimicked in a soft, sultry voice.


    I groaned and wrapped the scarf around my neck. “Please tell me you’re not really going to call me that.”


    “You wear that tramp stamp proudly,” she said sternly.


    “You realize I don’t really have a tramp stamp, right?”


    “Why do you always have to spoil my fun?” She pouted.


    “Because sometimes I don’t think you remember what you invent and what’s real.”


    “Does that scare you?”


    “Actually, yes. Yes, it does.”


    She grabbed my shoulders, pushing me out the door, and slapped my butt.


    “Good! Oh, by the way…” she said and then nudged me and placed something in my hands. “This came for you. Go ahead, you can read it.”


    I frowned and opened the folded notecard and my fingers moved slowly over the raised words. It took me a few minutes to finally figure out what it said.


    “Araya?” Makalea said, all teasing gone from her voice. She touched my arm. “You’ve gone completely, pale. What’s wrong? What did the note say?”


    I shook my head and shoved it into my pocket. “Nothing. I don’t know what it said.” I pushed her through the door, hoping her resistance would only be minimal.


    As we walked toward the lunch hall, I tried to push the words I always get what I want out of my head.
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