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“So you found out our original plan,” Tristan murmurs with a nonchalant bounce of his broad shoulders. He seems so cold and detached, cruel even, as he notices me standing here.  How could he just turn his emotions on and off like that? He was holding and kissing on me not even an hour ago in front of everyone.

I’m shaking and sobbing; full of grief for the boys I’d hopelessly fallen for and have already lost. Or maybe, just maybe, I never had them in the first place. My heart is nonexistent in the moment. There’s nothing in my chest anymore; the organ is utterly shattered like a thin sheet of glass.

I knew there had to be ulterior motives from the start but was it all fake with him? And his brothers are the same; I was stupid enough to have given up a piece of my now blackened heart to them as well. I can’t understand it, that this entire plot was one big lie for them and nothing more. Or, I should say, it was many little white lies and all at my expense.

I was beginning to fall for them—all four of them. And they’d deceived me.

My bottom lip wobbles; my body quakes as raw emotions swirl through my gut. My mind is trying to catch up, but it’s all so much...the pain...the betrayal.

“Ax-Axel was supposed to be my friend,” I trail off, my tearful gaze landing on the handsome, disheveled boy in question.

He doesn’t look like my Axel anymore—the one I’d been kissing and giggling with earlier. This man is someone I don’t know. In fact, with all that’s come to light, it’s apparent that I never knew him at all.

My gaze stabs at his, wanting Axel to prove me wrong and confess his love for me. “You came up with this bullshit plan? All for your father?” I know they just said it, but I can’t help repeating the cutting words. I want to hear him admit it right here to my face, to own the words.

Axel’s body’s rigid; he’s wound tightly as he just stands there, wordless. His intelligent eyes scan the room before he finally rubs at his temples and nods in resignation. His face remains blank as the tension in the room grows with each passing moment. None of the smiling, friendly boy that I’m used to being around. That person never existed as far as I’m concerned. How am I supposed to know what was an act and what wasn’t?

Brent and Cole cast scowls in my direction as I quietly self-destruct inside. Brent was supposed to be my protector—the moody boy I knew would have my back whenever I needed him. Cole ended up being the thoughtful, troublemaking one, yet he comforted me. His deep Southern drawl fed me compliments and nicknames and allowed me to cry on his shoulder when I needed to. He bought me my car, amongst other things, and made me falsely believe I was special to him. Yet, it was all nothing but lies to get what they wanted. All of the deception was so their cutthroat of a father could make more money off my family’s demise.

The life I was starting to picture, the one I’d begun to plan and prepare for with them, isn’t real. They’re not my future, and they never were. They’re nothing but selfish, deceitful monsters.

It takes every ounce of strength I have in me at the moment to not show them just how broken I am. To not let even the slightest notion slip out that I’m weak and my body physically aches so strongly it wants to bring me to my knees with their admissions. I want to fall to the ground and scream in agony—my chest aching like one big, sliced-open, festering wound.

Curling my fists, I whisper into the silent room. “I hate you.” And then I do the only thing I can...I run.

I don’t know what I was expecting, maybe for them to shout or chase after me. I thought perhaps they’d try to shut me up or even make me feel like I was crazy and say I’d heard it all wrong. None of that happened. There were no pounding footsteps echoing behind as they hunted me down. I wasn’t pulled back into the room and hugged so tightly in their arms that I couldn’t breathe while I sobbed my heartache away. The four of them did the opposite actually...they did absolutely nothing. Brent, Tristan, Axel, and Cole—the guys I’d given my heart to—let me run out on them, and not one of them so much as attempted to stop me.

I find Sam about to step into the woman’s guest bathroom as I’m storming down a never-ending hallway away from the library. “Sam!” I cry brokenly, and she spins in my direction. Her mouth drops open when she takes in my tear-streaked cheeks, ruined makeup, and uncontrollable sobbing.

“Holy shit! What happened, babe? Jesus, you’re a wreck!” She jogs toward me and folds me into her arms as soon as she reaches me.

“G-g-g-get me the fuck out of here. R-right now,” I stammer. I’m so upset I’m nearly choking on my tears. I’m crying hard, my gaze watery to the point I feel like a drunk person trying to walk a straight line. I’ve been hurt by my father numerous times, yet it never once felt like this—like I’m fucking dying inside.

Sam pulls away enough to keep one arm wrapped securely over my shoulders and steers us in another direction. She helps me stumble to a dim, secluded staff entrance with no one around to see me. “Come on, sweetie. I got here early enough they let me park in the staff area away from the valet. My car should be nearby.”

I nod, following her out the door into the starry night. I begin to tremble almost instantly, not only from my wrecked emotions but from being outside in the freezing cold in nothing but a ball gown and heels.

“I can’t believe this. Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Sam curses and unlocks her BMW, flinging the door open. She holds the passenger side door for me and helps stuff my dress into the car before slamming the door shut.

My teeth begin chattering as Sam runs around the front and hops into the driver’s side, closing the door in haste. Our breaths come out in foggy white puffs as she quickly reaches into the back seat to her duffle bag. She digs through it with cold, jerky motions, yanking out her puffer jacket and a sweater.

“Drape the jacket over you, so we don’t get freaking hypothermia! Fuck, it’s cold!” She swears and pulls the sweater over her head. With a flick of her wrist, she fires up the engine, giving the gas a few revs to warm the frozen car. She turns the heat to the hottest setting and takes in my tormented state again. “Wanna talk here?”

Shaking my head, I whisper, “Get us the hell out of here. Just get me away from this damn place!”

She guns the gas while muttering, “I swear when you calm down and give me a name, I’m setting some bitches’hair on fire for this shit. Or I’ll castrate someone; was it a guy?” Sam suddenly probes and pauses for my reply while pulling out of the quads’ massive gated drive.

I can only nod, teeth chattering as the BMW’s heater hasn’t warmed up yet. I’m too cold and far too upset to communicate much right now. I have to process everything that happened for a bit and beat myself up more by thinking about it a bajillion times. My chest already feels like it was stabbed several times, and I’m bleeding out. I can only imagine how I’ll feel tomorrow and the days following when the information from tonight has a chance to really settle in and take root.

“Talk to me, Kres; you’re freaking me out. Was it the grandfather? I’m not going to lie, I thought he was kinda hot for being an older dude. If he was a creep, I’ll turn around and knee his old, saggy nuts.”

“Oh God,” I croak, my voice choppy from the quick onslaught of tears. I wipe my eyes and then my snotty nose on the sweater; I can’t bring myself to care at the moment that it’s not my shirt. I’m a complete mess right now.

“Babe...” Her frown deepens as her brows furrow. She’s totally worried, I can see it. She keeps driving away from the mansion, and I’m beyond grateful for her getting me out of that fucking hellhole so quickly. She really is the best friend to me, no matter what I may be facing.

With a sob, the story eventually works its way up and comes pouring out of me in a choked confession. I tell her everything, beginning from how close I’ve been getting with the quads to what we did tonight and lastly, the conversation I’d overheard that pretty much shattered every piece of me.

“I’m going to kill those lying bastards.” Sam softly murmurs the threat once she’s heard me out. She was quiet while I spoke, her eyes widening in outrage along with shocked gasps leaving her at times. She had to pull the car over once I got to the library part; she was becoming too frazzled to drive and be a decent listener at the same time. “Brandon will kill them for this too. He would’ve done anything for you, and they came in and just took over your life.”

“Y-you can’t tell anyone, Sam. Not even Brandon, please.”

“What?” she cries, jerking back. “Why the heck not? Everyone should hear what scheming bastards they are!”

I shake my head, tears still leaking. “No one can know about this. It needs to stay between you, me, and them.”

“That’s not fair, Kres. Not at all. Just because we’re not as rich as they are, it doesn’t mean they can secretly go around ruining other people’s lives...they don’t get to ruin yours.”

“That’s exactly what it means. You have no idea how powerful their family is. I won’t let them tarnish you and your family as well. There’s only one thing I can do.”

She leans over the console, pulling me into a tight hug. She smells like strawberries and vanilla. I never thought that scent could be so comforting, but right now it’s making me feel at home and safe. Her hair tickles my nose as I confess in a whisper, “I have to tell my dad the truth.”

“Oh, Kres,” she sighs sadly. “I’m so sorry this is happening to you of all people. I can be there with you when you decide to break it to him. I think it’d be smart if we have Brandon with us too. He’d never allow anything to happen.”

Shaking my head, a tremble wracks through me. “No, I have to do this alone.”

I know what this means—how my father will react. He’ll figure out a way to blame me for this somehow. Maybe he’ll say I wasn’t good enough or I messed up one way or another. Regardless, I can’t ever let my friends see my dad when he rages. I would never forgive myself if they were caught in the cross fire. Hell, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself from their pity looks alone. They already have their suspicions as they’ve witnessed bits and pieces. I won’t allow them to discover everything that happens behind closed doors.
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“When will you be back at school? Break’s been over for a week now, and I miss having my best friend with me.” Sam’s voice has been my lifeline. Her phone calls alone are enough to push the black cloud of my life away for the brief time we speak.

“Believe it or not, but I miss being there too.” I leave off the part that anywhere is better than around my father. But it’ll have to wait, unfortunately. It’s hard to walk and function at school when you’re injured inside and out.

“I still can’t believe you got that sick from us leaving the party to have to miss school for so long. I want you to know I’ll never forget it, and I’ll feel guilty forever. I’ve put blankets in my back seat. Not that It’ll happen again, but I’m determined to be prepared, just in case.”

I flash a weak smile at her over the video chat. I feel so guilt-ridden inside, making Sam believe that I’ve been sick this entire time. I could never admit what really happened. I couldn’t stand the way she’d look at me if she knew how my father took the de Lacharriere  news.

She continues, ever the talker. “You have shit luck girl, that’s all I can come up with. Only you would be sick and home alone, then fall down your stairs and dislocate your shoulder. I mean, Jesus! We need to wrap you up in some heated bubble wrap.”

Her words make me nauseous with the memories briefly taking over my mind again. That may be the story I fed her and my social media accounts, but it wasn’t the case at all. Not even close. Recalling the actual events makes me want to puke, and that takes too much effort and pain to do.

Everyone believes I’ve been at home, sick, but that’s not the real reason the doctor has been to my house on multiple occasions. Being rich, however, my family would never let any of the truth come to light. Money buys favors and silence.  In this case, it bought my father freedom from any plausible repercussions.

The day after Tristan’s and my engagement party, Sam had brought me back home. My younger brother had been staying at a friend’s house for the weekend as well as the few days following. Since it was holiday break, it was normal for him to not be around. Thank God for that, too, or he could’ve been hurt. My brother caught up in any of the violence that goes on at home is the last thing I want to ever happen.

I’d attempted to gather my courage and come to Dad. I wanted to inform him about everything that went on with the quads. Well, not everything, but at least the pertinent information. I’d found out the truth the night before in that wretched library that’s chuck full of secrets and heartbreak. Dad needed to know so he could try to protect our family and his accounts, before it was too late to stop Tristan’s father.

He’d backhanded me in response to my confession and called me a deceiving whore. I was in self-preservation mode, having been caught in his wrath before, so I did the first thing that came to mind. I took off for the safety and familiarity of my room, trying to get away as I’d done in the past when he was angry. I made it up the stairs, feet full of blisters from the shoes I’d worn the previous night. I blame them for me not being fast enough.  Anyhow, I’d gotten halfway up the staircase before realizing he was right behind me. My mother was in the kitchen so she missed me running for cover—not that she’s done much in the past to stop him.

We hit the landing at the same time, and my father yanked my arm. He’d jerked me around to face him. I knew he was going to slap me, so I said my piece. Or rather, I shouted, “I am not marrying Tristan de Lacharriere! I hate him, and I hate you. Maybe you deserve to lose everything!”

I was so damn stupid and raw inside from the deception the night before. I couldn’t brush off my father’s disbelief and the fresh coat of pain it had painted on my sensitive emotions. To have your father slap you and scream in your face that you’re a lying whore sort of throws out any edge of rational thinking. I was blinded to the warning signs of his rage when I’d shouted, and in the next blink, I was flying.

Or rather, I was tumbling down our wide staircase. He’d taken a step away, then reared back and Sparta kicked my gut. Like a rag doll, I’d fallen backward. My small frame tumbled into the wall and farther down the staircase. I’d been knocked unconscious by the time I hit the bottom.

I guess Mom arranged for the doctor to stop over since I was nonresponsive. She says that she was the one to help the doctor get me to my bed. And, as far as my parents were concerned, that was the end of it. Mother pretends that I simply lost my footing and fell, most likely being an irresponsible teenager on my phone or something similar. However, we both know it was my father’s temper that made me end up broken and sprawled at the bottom of the staircase.

Father’s hefty kick had bruised my ribs, according to the doctor. In my plummet from the landing, about halfway down, my shoulder struck the wall harshly. The hit was powerful enough to dislocate it before my body continued its southward path. I must’ve banged my head at some point as well because I blacked out, and I don’t remember ever making it to the bottom.

Dad won’t speak to me, but instead, whenever I’m in his presence, he sneers like I’m the filth under his shoe. That has rarely happened thankfully, as I try not to leave my room. It’s been hard enough with my mangled body; I don’t need to pour the salt of his hate on my wounds. I’ll never understand what I could’ve done to make him hate me so much aside from being born. My mother was the one who broke it to me about how my father won’t take my excuses or made-up stories about the de Lacharrieres. He told her that he expects me at the de Lacharrieres’ feet, respectfully groveling as soon as my body is healed enough for the drive.

He’s a heartless bastard for not believing me and for laying his hands on me. At this rate, Father deserves to lose everything. I only feel sorry for my mother and brother because they’ll lose the life they love as well. Now I’m stuck, because I’ve been healing. Each day is one step closer to being well enough to leave the house. I’ll have to face the boys eventually, and even with the time and distance that’s been between us, I have no idea what to say to them. My heart still hurts as much as it did the day I discovered their true intentions.

“Have you seen the quads at the academy?” I ask Sam as I seem to be a glutton for punishment. I shouldn’t keep bringing them up, but I can’t hold myself back. I want to know if they’re torn up at all, with even the tiniest bit of remorse. My best friend’s the only person who knows what’s going on with them and believes me.

She shrugs and shakes her head. “No, the story’s still the same around school.”

Scoffing, I glare. “Seriously? How did they come up with the idea to say we were on vacation together and that we’d be doing a two-week study internship with their grandfather in France? Anyone who comes over here would discover they’re lying! And how in the fuck do they know I’ll be back then?”

She cringes. “You know that, and I know that but come on, think about how your parents are. They rarely have guests over unless it’s for a preplanned function. Your family always goes to the country club or whatever to meet up with anyone. They’ve kept doing their normal routine the past few weeks, but you’re absent. Of course, people are going to believe the guys’ stories if you’re not present to prove them as liars. Not to mention, your father will side with whatever the boys dream up to stay on their good side.”

I tear up at her rationalization. She’s completely right, and it’s not fair in the slightest. God, this sucks.

“Oh, sweetie! I’m sorry you’ve been so sick!” She leans in closer to her cell camera to blow me air kisses, and I accept the videoed affection. Sam’s the only one I need in this life. I’ll have to learn to get through the rest of it alone, if necessary. I’m lucky to have her support; I only wish I could be completely truthful with her. I love her though and couldn’t stand even more pitied looks or her outrage over my father taking his temper out on me. One day I’ll be away from it all, and I’ll bury it in my past, never to be dug up again. A girl can hope anyway.

“Thanks, Sam. It’s just so hard being stuck in bed and knowing that the four of them is still around and unfazed. I want them to hurt like I do. I shouldn’t think like that, but I do.”

“Yes, you should! Those jerks deserve everything they get. Don’t worry. When you come back to school, I’ll be right beside you. You can bet your great ass, I won’t hold back for a second to tell them to fuck off and leave you alone.”

A small giggle rises from me at her ‘fierceness,’ and she beams a bright smile.  “See? You’re already on the mend!” She winks. If only her observation weren’t so true. When I’m better, I have to face them, and they’ll break me all over again.
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Another day passes, and Kresley continues to hide away from us and the rest of the world. All because we fucked up and let the plan slip. This wouldn’t be the first time we’ve stepped in to help my father with the family business, but this was the only instance where we fell head over heels for the girl in the process. Each of us has dated—or  flirted—with a prospective business venture in the past. However, it’s never gone this way, not even close. Usually, we get in, play our role for a short time while our father eats away the opposing company, and then we move on, forgetting our mark almost immediately.

Pretty shitty in retrospect, but this is business in the real world. Besides, we’ve never once claimed to be good people. As far as I’m concerned, the only opinions I give two thoughts to are from Tristan, Cole, Axel, and Dad. It’s been that way for as long as I can remember. Father may not be around often, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t close to the man in our own personal ways. We’re a direct extension of him and being a quad is damn near like being one person together at times. Sure, we’re all extremely different, unique in our particular ways, but when it boils down to bare bones, we’re one solid force.

Kresley has caught us all off guard; she doesn’t see us as one—ever. We should’ve noticed the red flags as soon as she’d given us our individual nicknames. Girls have called us many things in the past, but they’ve been unoriginal and often times dubbed us with the same sexist remarks. Kresley pointed out almost immediately that she saw us as individuals—not as one set. I tried to brush her off and keep her at a distance; we’ll call it my attempt at self-preservation. However, as she opened up and revealed her vulnerabilities to me, I didn’t stand a chance. I’m a tough guy, too. I’m hard to beat, yet she had me throwing in the towel for her in an almost embarrassingly short time frame.

I think the only reason Father wasn’t completely disappointed in us blowing it, is because when everything hit the fan, we had to sit down and admit to him that not one of us had fallen for her. He had to come to terms with the simple fact that all four of us want her. I don’t mean in the sense to date or fuck either. When it came down to the engagement party and her discovering the business plan, we broke our silence. It was finally out in the open how we all want her and not just to play with while Father destroys his latest opponent. Kresley’s dad had no idea that Father was ready to swallow him whole either. We’d kept that simple fact hidden from him well.

It was Cole who spoke out and broke his silence first. We had to come clean with Dad that we’d fucked up and Kres had heard us in the library. Cole stepped forward to say that if Tristan wasn’t going through with marrying Kresley, then he wanted to. I never thought I’d see the day that my irresponsible, shamming brother would step to the plate and want to take care of a woman. He can barely care for himself without us there to pick up the pieces when needed. Of course, Tristan wouldn’t have it; he’s sunk his claws into our girl far too deeply to just hand her over. He may’ve acted cold and unfeeling toward her when she’d informed us of her presence in the library, but that was only because he was scrambling. He was pissed that we were called out and could potentially lose. He had no idea what to say, and we were stunned silent like a bunch of idiots.

We quickly came to our senses and to a mutual agreement that we wouldn’t let her drown, that we’d take care of her no matter how this mess turned out. We’d already agreed from the very beginning to share her if we wanted to, while Tristan was stringing her along. But this…this was no game for any of us anymore. She officially belongs to the four of us, and even though dear old Dad thinks we’re far too young to be making such prominent life choices just yet, he respects our united decision.

Axel nudges his glasses back into place before exhaling with a sigh. “Still no change.”

“Nothing?” I growl, peaking over his shoulder at the tiny screen in his hands.

Ax had cameras set up in Kresley’s room. Initially, it was so we could eavesdrop; you never know just how much information can float around when you’re planning to take over someone’s livelihood. We soon discovered how she knows next to nothing about what her father is involved in. The surveillance quickly morphed from research into our sick obsession of checking on her at random times when she’s not with us.

Being that nearly a month has passed since everything blew up in our faces, we’ve been clutching to the screen like it’s our personal lifeline. In a sense, I guess it is, as she’s grown to mean everything to all of us. If anything, the silence and distance from her have hooked the line in even deeper when it comes to how we feel about her. My brothers and I miss her warmth and bright smile that we’d grown so comfortable with receiving every day.

“She’s healed well, thankfully. It looks like almost all her bruises have faded away too. Her ribs hold the coloring, though. That was a really deep bruise.”

“That fucking pig father of hers should be six feet under! Fuck!” I roar.

It’s become a daily outburst of mine, but it’s a far better reaction than when I’d initially learned of what he’d done to her. My brothers were forced to sedate me upon that discovery. I was hell-bent on breaking into her home, beating her father to death, and burying him for ever laying a hand on our perfect, sweet girl. It takes one sick motherfucker to physically injure his young daughter the way he had. Her pleading with him in his office, before the first hit happened, completely broke me, and I went on a destructive rampage. Had my brothers not been there to knock me out in my frenzy, I’d have killed her father after watching the recorded footage. I know it.

I’d demolished a large portion of the beautifully constructed house in my wrath and continued to do so in the days to follow. I’ve just begun to calm down this past week with the destruction, and I think it’s because I can see with my own eyes that she’s finally healing up. That’s the real reason we haven’t turned around and sold this house and fully moved to the new mansion. My fury couldn’t be contained, nor could we bear being that far from Kresley if her father were to come after her again. My brothers agreed with me that if her shitbag father laid another finger on her, that we’d find some possible way to dispose of his body, no matter the consequences we’d have to face.

“I don’t like being away from her either,” Tristan admits as his fingers fly to his temples and he kicks an overturned side table out of his path. He’s been having migraines, self-medicating, and bulking up because he’s been worrying about her so much. It’s not healthy for him to be so reckless with his body, but who am I to say anything? I’ve been destroying this house in my own outbursts of rage.

Axel gets migraines often because he’s the smart one. He always has his head buried in a book, his eyes on a screen, or his fingers flying to write down some sort of formula. Tristan is the lighthearted jock with the world at his fingertips, but not having Kresley around, and his worrying is starting to wear on him as well. He’s been overworking his body in our home gym and sucking down juiced-up protein shakes like he can’t possibly retain enough calories to work his frustrations out. My brother has always been driven to be the absolute best when it came to football, but this is on an entirely different level—even for me.

Cole finishes off his tumbler of whiskey. Never mind that it’s only ten a.m. “She’ll come back to us,” he mutters. “Give her time to herself. She’s stuck in her head right now.”

I scoff, “Seriously? How can you be blasé about her being over there and fucking broken? For all we know she could decide to run away and disappear as soon as she’s able to. The fucked-up part is that I wouldn’t even blame her if she did. Hell, I probably would if I were in her shoes.”

It sucks to admit it, but that’s one scenario I’ve been fighting myself with trying to accept. It’s another reason why I’ve been checking in on her constantly. I tell myself it’s because I want to be the one to put my hands around her father’s throat should the occasion presents itself. In reality, it’s because I’m silently terrified. I’m scared that one day I’ll log on and discover she’s gone for good, and we’ve completely lost her.

Kresley’s not like us or anyone else we’re used to dealing with. She may have money in her life, but she doesn’t need it. She doesn’t constantly shop for expensive things or actively search for a rich man to marry someday. She goes for sweaty runs, studies hard, and spends time away at a budget summer camp where she can help kids that have had a rough time at home or with their weight. She’s not like any other young woman I’ve met before. She’s so much more.

Cole releases a heavy breath, retorting, “Non, I’m not blasé, trust me. I’ve had the help call her house daily to request mon beba’s presence here. I want her with us just as badly as you three do.”

Axel nods, his forehead wrinkled in contemplation as he agrees. “I hate to say it, but it’s all we can do right now. We don’t want to push her anymore, or we might lose her forever. We all know her father is too stupid and off the hinges to believe any slice of truth from his daughter. He’s far too money hungry to give up such a potential merger between our families. We have that in our favor, as he’ll push Kresley to continue with hers and Tris’s engagement.”

“He better not touch her!” I growl, and Tristan steps in front of me, his hands moving to grip my tense, stacked shoulders. I’ve always been more ripped than he is, but little brother may finally have me beat with his obsessiveness these past weeks.

“We made a promise to each other that we’ll never allow him to touch her ever again. If we’d have seen everything she was going through when it initially transpired we could’ve stepped in, but we didn’t know until after it had already happened. You have to stop blaming yourself for what he did to her, Brent. We fucked up and let our girl find out the plan; we aren’t the ones who laid our hands on Kresley. That was all her gutter rat father, and we’ll make sure he pays for it in the way it’ll hurt him most—his bank account.”

“Of course, I blame myself. We all should! It’s our fault she was so distraught and ran off to warn him of everything. If she didn’t know, he never would’ve hurt her.”

Axel meets my gaze, shaking his head. He argues, “Her father’s always hurt her, Brent. We never had a hand in any of it. At least now we know the extent he’s willing to go to, and we can finally protect her from any future abuse.”

“How do you propose we’ll be able to protect her if she’s still inside that house? How can we make her dad pay if she stays? If we hit his pocketbook, it hurts Kresley as well. If we bankrupt him, he’ll take it out on her. You know that, as well as I do, Axel.”

Tristan gives my shoulders another reassuring squeeze. He recognizes the problem the same way I do. It’s always been Cole and Axel who consider problems differently than the two of us. Cole prefers to sweep everything under the rug and then handle things as they come at him. Axel, however, is the planner. He’s the mastermind that notices every angle, even those we’d never consider a possibility.

Cole cuts in, bursting out with, “I don’t know, damn it! We’ll figure something out. We always do, Brent. Our beba will be with us again. I know it…I can feel it in my bones.”

Axel presses the sleep button on the device, taking her image away before setting it down and turning his chair fully toward us. “I may have another plan that’ll give us some time to get her back...”

“Anything,” I retort, and my brothers agree immediately. We want her here. Now!


[image: ]

I don’t even get the chance of going back to school before I’m forced to face the quads. I’m expected to grovel and plead at the de Lacharrieres’s perfect feet, but I’m not ready in the slightest. I don’t want to have to witness their smug, asshole-ish expressions as they look down their pointy noses at me. I can’t stand the thought of knowing they’ll be silently mocking me inside and relishing in the blind stubbornness my father seems to be made of. I feel like a total fool for it all—for falling in love and then stupidly thinking father would believe me about the boys’ plan.

He’d threatened me today, to get me over here. I’m assuming he’d planned to speak to their dad, but who knows if he got the chance. All I know is, the quads were inside when I snuck out. I couldn’t face them, I wouldn’t. Knowing Father, he most likely spoke to Mr. de Lecharriere and once he was finished, left me here. There’s no way he’ll take me back with him, even if it’s merely across the street. No, he’ll embarass me further by making me walk, residual aches and pains and all. The selfish bastard.

It’s storming outside, and the freezing, brisk winter wind whips at my silky, purple hair. I hate them. I hate them all, but inside I know I fucking love them, and it kills me. My heart is shattered into pieces, and I’m nothing but broken anymore. How could I be such an idiot? Now that they’ve ruined me they’ll ruin my family as well. I can’t deal with these emotions; it’s too much. I never should have gotten into this mess in the first place. I’m nothing but a chewed-up toy to them, just another thing to own and throw away after they’ve had their fill.

The man I thought was on my side, Axel, turned out to be the mastermind behind the entire plan. How could he be so uncaring and calculated to dream up these ideas? He’s nothing like that. At least, he’s never been that way to me. I was completely obtuse, too preoccupied with his godlike looks and intriguing mind that’s all wrapped up into his almost geeky portrayal. It was an act, not doubt; he’s just as immoral and warped as Tristan. Hell, they all are.

They’re brothers, quadruplets. I should’ve known they couldn’t be too different from one another, that they were all cruel on the inside. They’re a group of entitled, filthy rich boys, accustomed to being spoiled by getting whatever they could possibly want. They’re used to playing with their dinner like a cat would with a mouse before they eat it. Well, I refuse to be on their menu any longer.

It feels as if they’ve reached into my chest and yanked my heart out, leaving a  gaping hole in my body where the four brothers used to be. I don’t want to think about any of it anymore—the stress and the pressure. My father will hate me, even more, when he discovers what’s really going on, that I was telling him the truth. He’ll despise me even more, as I’ll be the downfall to everything he’s worked for, according to his thinking. I’ll take his money, his life, his job, everything. The shittiest part of it all is that I never had a choice in the matter. No choice was given to me, and I never asked for any of this. I had my own strategy for my life, to get out of here and head straight into my fatherless future. Yet the wealthy of the wealthiest dipped in and decided that I’m nothing to them, that I’m worth ruining in their selfish wake.

At that thought, as the utter desperation that’s been building inside me explodes, I let go and shoot forward. I’ve never been suicidal in my life. I’ve never had even the slightest thought of taking my own existence for someone else, but I can’t take this heartache or the future that’s yet to come any longer. The de Lacharrieres’s stone balcony is icy and slick as I let myself go finally and make a run for it.

I can leap over and off the short railing surrounding the overlook. My body will freely fall down the steep side of the mansion and land in the frozen, outdoor pool. It’s almost too easy. The sharp, freezing sensation that I know will come will cover my aching body instantly. The water will freeze my limbs and numb away my emotions, all to suffocate and drown me as the quads have effectively done to my heart. There will be no consequences any longer; I will simply stop existing in this cruel, deceitful, unloving world.

Flying forward, my hands reach out in front of my body. They’re already looking to grasp at my life being snuffed out. I’ll no longer have to feel so cut open, so raw...so fucking empty. An anguished cry breaks free, but I’m no longer concerned with who could possibly hear. I’m too close to the ultimate freedom, too close to no longer caring about anything that I don’t notice the dark shadow off to the side. The bulk was partially hidden behind a pillar, but I’ve been far too wrapped up in myself—in my emotions and the guys’ betrayal. I had no idea that I’m not alone on the balcony.

His strong, muscular arm shoots out before I can fully make it over the ledge and my body slams into the frozen stone. The hit rattles me to the core, and I scream out in pain as the impact knocks my breath from my chest. New tears trail over my cheeks and down my face. I’m sobbing, but I don’t sense any of that. No, all I feel is the harsh, unrelenting grip on my arm and then my injured, limp body being yanked back over the icy rail.

Gasping, I’m met with the furious glower of the face that has tormented me night and day no matter where I am. Sure, each boy is different, but their faces are all the same when it comes to the ache in my chest. Their hair may be different shades, their irises each their own, but that face, it’s all four in one. His hands move to clench both of my biceps in a bruising hold. Then he roars and shakes me so hard that my teeth rattle, the coldness seeping in with his movement.

“What. The. Fuck,” he hisses and the words leaving his mouth come out as white mist. His penetrating stare is intense, and the bulk of his massive frame towers over me, bigger than I remember.  I’ve never witnessed him so angry before. Me being picked on at the academy made him protective plenty of times, but now...well, he looks like he may kill me himself.

Another ugly sob breaks free, and I hiccup. I’m a complete mess, inside and out. But he doesn’t look so good himself. Why did he stop me? Jumping would’ve solved so much of the hurt and treachery swirling through me at the moment.

“Let me go,” I whimper, a wilted flower in his intense shadow. He’s all-consuming, sucking the very life from me while in his hold.

“No. Fuck no,” he repeats passionately. “You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to give up. Fuck that!” his gravelly voice commands and my body gives in. The quakes overtake my body as the adrenaline leaves me, and then I’m left trembling in his hands. “Fuck!” he curses again, and then Brent’s mouth is on mine.

His kiss is brutal, punishing, as he pours his anger into me and doesn’t let up. All this time, he’s hinted at kissing me and yet it still hadn’t transpired. I’ve wanted it to every single day since the first time it nearly happened. It never did, no matter how much I silently pleaded for it, and he chooses now, of all times, just as I’m ready to give up on absolutely everything. He picks this moment to kiss me, and it’s like I’ve never been kissed before in my entire life.

He doesn’t claim my lips for his own; he fucking owns me in my entirety.

I can’t fight it either. Brent and his brothers have already beaten down my willpower to fight them. I tried in the beginning, but it was no use...and now? His mouth tells a different story. His lips say that I’m his, that I always have been, and that there’s no way I can ever escape his hold.

My hands clutch at his finely-crafted sweater, taking his kiss and begging for more. My fingers eventually open and release the material as realization hits that I’m twisting my tongue with the enemy’s. My fists move, beating against him to make him free me. It’s no use. He’s a boulder, and I’m tiny compared to him. I couldn’t hurt him or move him no matter how hard I tried. He can keep me as long as he deems fit, no matter how much I hurt inside at their true intentions toward me.

His palms move, one resting at the back of my neck and anchoring me in place. His other wraps around my back, holding my chilled, quivering body to his heat. His tongue twists and taunts, encouraging its own game with my body. I’ve never seen him kiss another girl, and yet he kisses as if he were created to do nothing else.

His unshaven whiskers rub against the skin surrounding my lips as his mouth moves and his head tilts, seemingly not getting enough of me. The scratchiness and brisk breeze burn my tender flesh, but I revel in it. I’m finally feeling something other than entirely shattered. I feel alive for the first time since the night of my engagement party.

I’d been waiting, anticipating...hoping he’d eventually give in and kiss me. I’ve kissed every brother at this point. I should feel like a total whore, but I don’t, even though my father would argue that fact. If anything, it seems right. I feel like all along it was supposed to be all of them—not just one. None of that means anything, though, no matter how breathless Brent’s kiss makes me. They’ve ruined any possible chance we could’ve had together.

Moments evolve into minutes as he completely consumes my mouth along with any noise that attempts to escape. He’s kissing me, and I’m still crying. I’m shocked and turned on all at once, and that’s even more confusing. Let’s not forget that I’m also disgusted with myself. How can I feel these things—these emotions—with all four of them? Especially after I’d discovered the terrible plan they had in place from the moment their father caught wind of me.

I can’t comprehend why they went to so much trouble with the proposal and such. Were they going to kill me off in the end or actually make me go through with marrying Tristan while his father destroyed my family? Was I supposed to just step aside and watch it all happen with nothing to say for it? My little brother and my mother’s lives would be nothing. They’d have to sell off any asset they could find around the house just to purchase a loaf of bread. The quads are sick and twisted, and I should hate them. I should... And even though I should, it’s not true hate coating my soul.

“Stop. Stop. Brent, stop,” I keep repeating every time Brent’s lips tilt a different way until finally, he pulls back, releasing his lock on my mouth. I didn’t actually want him to stop, but every bit of me inside was screaming at me to put an end to it. “I hate you,” I whisper with a pitiful whimper. My lip quivers, now that he’s not punishing me with his vicious kiss.

“I know you do, sweetie, and that’s just fine. If you despise me, then at least you’re not jumping off fucking balconies. Never let me catch you trying to pull that shit again. I mean it, Kres. NEVER AGAIN!”

“Get away from me.”

“Not a chance. We need to talk… Not just you and me, but my brothers as well.”

“Fuck your brothers! There is no you and me. There is no them and me, and there never will be. Not with any of you. Just let me go. Why should you care if I jump? It’s not like it would stop your father from destroying my family.”

“It wasn’t a request, Kresley. We’ll be discussing this…now! No more waiting around.”

“You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore,” I proclaim, trying to act braver than I actually feel when I’m faced with the biggest and meanest out of the four.

His penetrating gaze doesn’t leave my face as he steps into my frame even closer and stares down at me. His irises are tormented with so much emotion; it makes me want to give in and pull him to me, but I won’t. Brent’s like Fort Knox on a good day, always keeping everything tightly locked away. Today, however, he’s allowing me to catch a tiny glimpse that everything may not be right with him at this moment. I can’t help but hope he’s experiencing some aspect of turmoil, though I doubt any of them are even remotely feeling guilty for using me and parading me around as some fool.

Brent’s hands drop away, but one remains at the small of my back as he growls, “Bullshit! I’ll tell your sexy little ass what the fuck to do, and you’ll listen.”

“Or what?” I scream, finally losing the brief hold I’d managed to have on my emotions. I want the boys to see me angry and hateful—nothing else. Definitely not this damaged mess. They don’t deserve to have me any other way.

His fingers fly to my face, his punishing grasp on my chin in place once again. “Or I’ll keep you to myself, if necessary. I’ll strap you to my fucking bed if you decide to ignore me any longer. I’ve had enough. I said we’re talking about what went down, Kresley, and I meant it. This ends now.” His tone is gravely and final, no room for argument. He’s so utterly beautiful while demanding my attention that it makes it hard to even attempt to stand up for myself, but I refuse to be weak any longer. I should have stuck to my plans from the beginning of the year and never allowed them to get so close. I’m a fool for being so damn distracted by them.

Brent’s fingers move from my chin, his thumb caressing my swollen lower lip before it drops and he tows me toward the balcony doors. I don’t want to go back inside; I wanted to end all of this by simply jumping and leaving all of my problems behind. The man beside me won’t allow it, though, and he’s far too strong and imposing for me to fight him on it. I can try, but even I’m not dumb enough to believe I could possibly get past him or be quick enough to make it over the railing.

Thrusting me inside, the heat assaults me as he reaches back and slams the intricately carved wood and stained-glass doors behind us. They’re beautiful, depicting a light colorful display of angels along the bottom. The magnificence is nothing like you’d see in anyone else’s offices, so it’s fitting the guys would have it in theirs. Spoiled rich assholes.

My eyes collide with three pairs of apprehensive looks, and I quickly turn my head to the side. I’d rather stare at the shiny, hand-scraped hardwood flooring than at their gorgeous, lying faces.
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“We know what your father did to you,” Brent gruffly informs as he pushes my shoulders until I’m forced to sit in the plush, high-back leather chair.

Tristan, Brent, Axel, and Cole are all here. The four boys who managed to demolish my heart in one night. They did it without me knowing they’d stolen the organ in the first place until it was far too late to put a stop to any of it. Why they’re stubbornly surrounding me now and pretending to give a shit is beyond me. I figured they’d have grown more reserved, and indifferent toward me than they were the last time I saw them.

With a petulant huff, I roll my eyes. I’m going for nonchalant when I’m feeling anything but that. It’s not like they just witnessed me attempting to throw myself from their balcony or anything. I’m pretty confident that this is what rock bottom feels like, and it sucks. I’ve always considered myself to be a strong person, but with these four, I’m nothing of the sort.

I couldn’t walk for a week after I’d confronted Father and informed him of the truth. Week two, I was still crying out in pain when I moved around. With nearly a month of healing, along with Father intercepting and stalling the de Lacharrieres, he’d dragged me across the street to apologize for my ungrateful behavior.

After a month filled with pain inside and out, you’d think I wouldn’t be so quick to fling myself off a few stories or see the quads, but it appears I’m a glutton for punishment these days. I don’t know what I ever did to deserve any of this, though. That’s the kicker. Father didn’t have to bring me far to grovel either. I guess the boys have been staying in their old, temporary house since I’d left the party out at the massive new mansion. Why they chose to remain here rather than the comfort of their new house, I’ll never know.

I’d stupidly pleaded my case. I attempted to warn father of their plans, but he thought I was the one being deceitful about it all. To this day, he’s still perpetrating that I’m a lying, ungrateful brat. He stubbornly believes that I pulled an unnecessary stunt on that horrifying night because I didn’t—and still don’t—want  to go through with the impending wedding. If he’d only trust me, he’d realize that the plans our families have gone over, and the entire charade is nothing but a big fat farce.

After I’d “fallen” down the stairs and the physician came by several times to check on me, my father threatened to beat me worse and medicate me if necessary to see this engagement and wedding through. I’ve quickly learned to shut my mouth and hold my true feelings inside, out of self-preservation. Father would have probably killed me if I’d kept speaking, so I simply stopped and turned in on myself. I naively thought at one time that he’d eventually be happy and accept me, rather than just tolerate my presence. I was wrong about him and everything else. There’s nothing I can do to make him change, and that’s okay because I want nothing to do with him as soon as possible.

“Not your problem,” I replied blankly, staring off to the side some more. My gaze is locked on the gray marble fireplace in hopes my guard will stay up with the quads. I need to come off as aloof and unfeeling. It’s what their actions have earned; I want them to be uncomfortable knowing that they’ve done this. They made me this way.

Just the smell of them when entering the house had nearly brought a fresh wave of tears to my eyes, but I’ve fought them back. They don’t deserve them. They’ll get nothing else from me from here on out as far as I’m concerned. Not that they actually need me anyhow. They have women trailing after them daily, enough so to make me sick at being a witness to it. After what I overheard that night in the library, apparently, it’s not only here, but in other countries as well. The sad thing, too, is that I’m sure several of those gold digging bitches back at Harvard Academy wouldn’t give it a second thought at finding out the guys’ plan for their fathers’ businesses. All those classless women care about is being with the elite, not about love, honesty, or mutual respect. Obviously, I’m the one with a soul that gets me kicked for caring.

With a ferocious growl, Tristan loses his ever-cool façade and loudly barks, “Wrong answer!”

His brash tone is enough to make my body jolt, and then he’s moving toward me. His hand pinches my chin, jerking it upward. His hold makes me meet his heated gaze just as his brother had done outside. Tristan’s stormy gray pained irises are still as intense and striking no matter how ugly he can be on the inside. If only we wore our true colors on the flesh, maybe life would be easier, as we’d see people for what they really are right away.

Brent shoots forward, leaping to shove his brother in the chest. “Be easy with her, damn it,” he orders, like he hadn’t been rougher with me, mere moments ago. I won’t lie, I enjoyed his heat. His warm touch had cut through the chill that had encased my bones. “Don’t fucking hurt her.”

Tears attempt to fill my eyes again, but I bite my lip hard enough to make sure they don’t fall. I taste blood as I spew the white lie, “I’m fine.” Fuck them. They don’t get to pretend like they care about me anymore. I won’t buy into any more of their dishonesty.

Not one thing has been even close to being fine in my life since the moment I discovered the truth. I’m nothing more than a clueless pawn in their elaborate plan. From then on, life’s only gotten worse. Now, Father insists we kowtow as much as needed to make sure my engagement is still firmly in place. He’s told me to do whatever I need to, to secure Tristan, even if it means lying on my back and spreading my thighs for my fiancé. Such charming words coming from a father. He obviously cares nothing for my dignity. I hate him too.

Cole finally speaks, his voice breaking up a bit of the tension between Brent, Tristan, and me. “Your father won’t get away with what he’s done to you, that much we can promise. We want you here.” It’s the first thing he’s said since Father and I arrived at this sham of a meeting. Who knows if he’s even downstairs anymore, I’m sure he’s already left me behind.

“You’ll leave my father alone.”

Tristan sneers. “The fuck we will. He’ll pay!”

“I mean it,” I argue back to Tristan. “Hurt me or whatever gets your rocks off, but you leave him alone. My mother and brother wouldn’t be able to survive if something happened to him. That’s something you assholes don’t seem to realize.” I’m not much in the position to make demands, but I’m not above trying it anyhow. Besides, Mom and my little brother aren’t as strong as I am. I don’t know where I got my strength and will from, but it wasn’t them.

“He doesn’t deserve to live,” Brent mutters menacingly.

My throat tightens at his gruff outburst, and I swallow some of my nervousness down. Now’s not the time to allow myself to get freaked out by his temper. I know he won’t hurt me even if he’s busy making threats. Brent may be right about my father, but it’s none of their business. This is my family we’re discussing, not theirs. I’m not going to sit idly by while they take over my life and not ask questions. They aren’t my dad.

Brent’s azure gaze beats on me as he demands, “You’re staying with us, right where we can keep you within our sight.”

I roll my eyes again. It’s pretty much the only defense I have against them. They physically have me surpassed in every way, not that I’m a fighter. They’re wealthier, and the four of them combined are smarter...who am I kidding; Axel is ahead of us there. All I really have in my defense is my attitude and actions. They can’t do much to me if I’m a total bitch all the time, at least not much more than they already have. Losing money and status won’t hurt me like it would with them or my family.

“It’s bad enough I have to go to the academy with you four. You’re crazy if you think I’ll be around you anytime else. I don’t care what my father says; I won’t do whatever’s necessary to get on your good sides. Hate me. I don’t care about anything.” More lies, and damn it, I shouldn’t have admitted that much of what father had said to them.

I can try to detest the quads in return, and Lord knows I’m angry, but my heart is wrecked. I don’t want their wrath directed my way. I’ve already learned the hard way that they’re devious. It may end up being easier to exist with it, than if they go back to being nice like they were right before the party. My mind is so screwed up; I’m torn in multiple directions. Do I want them evil or nice? I shouldn’t want them at all, in any way.

Axel clears his throat, but I refuse to look at him. I can’t. I trusted him...hell, I even loved him. He’d become a best friend to me, or so I foolishly believed. He wants my attention, but I’m not giving in easily. It’s his fault that I’m in the emotional state I am, to begin with. That intriguing mind of his I found to be so attractive and unique turned around and bit me like a snake waiting in the grass.

His voice is strong and almost calculating as he says, “You want to make sure your father keeps his company? Fine.”

He’s got my attention then.

His three brothers look to him, ready to protest, but they wisely wait to hear their intelligent, younger brother out first. He continues, sounding much older than he is. “We don’t need the money anyhow; we’re far rich enough as it is. We’ll see to it that our father doesn’t bankrupt your family, but on one condition.”

Swallowing, I can’t help but to finally look at his handsome face. It hurts looking at him just as I knew it would. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if he hadn’t felt like a friend to me. That detail of our relationship kicks me down over and over. He pushes the corner of his glasses a smidge up his sharp nose, back in place, and I want to grab the frames and break them. It’s so immature, but I can’t stop the thought.

With his calculating regard trained on me alone, Axel hits the nail in my coffin. He outrageously orders, “You’ll move in with us immediately, and you’ll still be marrying Tristan as planned.” I go to open my mouth, ready to argue any point I can possibly find, and his hand shoots up, quieting me.

“It’s nonnegotiable, Kresley. You’re moved in with us by tonight, no excuses. And if not, I’ll personally see to it that our father goes through with his takeover. I’ll even make it so he pushes it through quicker. You’ll be dirt poor and homeless by the weekend. As will your parents and your little brother—they’ll lose everything. You’re the only one who can save your mother and brother. Not even your father has a chance to help them, with my plans.”

At his threat, I let the tears free, a messy sob bubbling up. I can’t hold my reactions back anymore with his outlandish demands. I’ve done nothing to these spoiled men to deserve them ruining my life, yet they persist regardless of the fact they’re ruining someone’s life. They simply don’t care.

I shout, overcome with my emotions. “Haven’t you taken enough from me?” I would’ve loved them all, damn it, but they chose to break my stupid, frail heart!

His nod is miniscule, his strict stare sincere. “We have. But we’re not finished with you yet. We won’t be for a long time to come.”

Cole smirks. “Nowhere close to being done, beba.”

Fuck. My. Life. Tears cascade over my cheeks, my heart being ripped up even more than before. They want me ruined, broken and bleeding for the world to witness.

“I hate you all,” I whisper, destroyed. They each scoff at my confession; it’s merely more fucking lies, and we all know it.

Axel continues on flawlessly as if he didn’t catch my spiteful proclamation. “We told you from the start, Kresley; you belong to us. That was real, the one thing you should’ve been paying closer attention to throughout the past months. Now, we’ve given you a month to heal from your injuries and have some space to yourself. However, we’re done with the separation. It ends now. The mansion will be your new home, starting immediately, and we’ll make sure your family survives the upcoming changes.”

With one last tearful glare around the room, I nod in utter defeat. I have nothing else to lose when it comes to these guys. I refuse for them to destroy my family as well. Not that I should be so worried about my father. I already know he won’t be downstairs waiting to take me back home. He was adamant to get me over here and nothing else.

If these four want me living with them, they better be prepared, because I will be so ugly that they can’t stand to look at me. They like that I’m not a typical rich bitch, gold digger? Well, get your pocketbooks out, because I’m going to hit them where it hurts—in the bank.

“Don’t doubt me, Kresley. There will be changes,” he says with finality, and despite me wanting it to be, it’s not a lie.


[image: ]

The wall in front of me illuminates with Father’s image, and I offer him a wave as he answers my request for a video chat. I’d have much preferred to do this in person, but I don’t think that’s possible, unfortunately. Surprisingly, Father’s been home more frequently the past few months with the engagement party and the holidays. He may be business minded and busy, but he still attempts to make time to spend a few holidays with us, his sons, no matter how brilliant and invested in work he is. Though I figure it will become less and less as we’ll be graduating and going to our respectful colleges soon enough. I may be stuck in high school with my brothers while they finish their education, but I’ve kept myself busy with online college courses the past few years. When they’re graduating with bachelor’s degrees, I should have my medical degree and Ph.D. around the same time frame. It’s all to build my ever-growing resume as Father has requested I do.

Dad flashes me a surprised smile. “Axel? Hey son, everything okay with you guys?”

I don’t call him during the week. I know he’s busy with work and whatever company he’s chosen to demolish, so his surprise is warranted.

I release my held breath and greet him. “Hey. I apologize for bothering you during the week, Dad.”

“You don’t look so good, Ax. Tell me what’s going on so I can help.”

“It’s Kresley.”

“Oh? Did her father bring her over to talk finally?”

I nod. “Yeah. We spoke to her earlier today. I think her dad was under the impression you’d be here too. He wasn’t too pleased when I walked into your office and discussed what was going to happen before we all spoke to Kresley.”

With a wave of his hand, he scoffs. “He’s nothing; you’re far more intelligent than that dolt. That’s most likely why he felt threatened to speak to you rather than myself. You make him insecure, which he should be. The man’s an idiot, with no business or family sense.”

“Well, I have a new plan, and to be frank, Dad, you won’t like it.”

His brow raises as he sits back and steeples his fingers under his chin. He looks like the typical wealthy tycoon at the moment, and I have to stop myself from cracking a smile. This is business. “I’m listening.”

“I proposed a new deal to Kresley and changed a few things with her father. We told you that she heard everything from the library the night of the party.”

He nods.

“She’s smart; it’s one of the things I respect a great deal about her.”

“Get on with it, Axel. Stop stalling.”

“Yes, sir. Well, we’ve reviewed the monitors in her house and discovered, after the fact, that when she told her father about the plan, he kicked her and she fell down a flight of stairs.”

He suddenly sits up and leans forward; eyes so much like my own, widen. “Please tell me you’re joking right now.”

Shaking my head, I sigh and rub my temples. It’s hard seeing her so broken and then acting rationally about it. I wanted more than anything to unleash Brent on her dad, but that’s not how it works in this world. Her father would’ve lawyered up, sued us and become richer with the video evidence he’d no doubt have. The engagement would be off, and Kresley would still be stuck in the same house as her abusive father. I tried to explain this all to my brothers as well. We have to be smart about our next set of actions, whether they’re keen on it or not.

It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, seeing the girl I love injured and have to physically sit back and wait to do something to help her. We couldn’t take our video evidence to the police in her defense. It’s illegal to record them like we do, so we had to be clever, and unfortunately, that meant being patient as well. There’s no way I would’ve let it happen again, but I couldn’t just storm over to her house early either.

“Not in the slightest. He hurt her, Dad… Bad.”

“That fucking disgrace of a man doesn’t deserve what he has. I’ll push the plan through and take his money out from under him immediately. We’ll let him feel the repercussions of his actions.”

“No!” I shout. “We can’t do that!”

“What? Why the hell not?”

I inhale deeply and exhale, trying  to calm my stressed-out nerves to explain. “I bargained with Kresley to get her out of there. I told her we’d leave her father and his company alone if she moved in with us immediately. The most important thing was getting her to safety. I couldn’t take the chance of her staying there and him laying his hands on her again.”

“I wish you would’ve called sooner; we could’ve worked on this more given the circumstances.”

“And I agree with you, but I was holding off to see what chances we’d have. I’m concerned the violence will only escalate, and we’d eventually be going to her funeral and Brent’s trial. He wants to kill her dad and with good reason. But to be blunt about it, I’ve never seen Brent like this before.”

I don’t want to worry Father, but he has to understand the degree of the situation we’re in. We’ve already confessed our feelings for her to him, and he’s fully aware we don’t want to give Kresley up. We’ll do whatever we have to so that never happens.

“Okay. I take it you care for this girl and even more than we’d briefly discussed when I was home. As unfortunate as the actions are, their household is not our concern.”

I knew he was going to say something like that. My father comes off as an insensible, unsympathetic bastard, and to the outside world, he is. What people don’t understand is that my father only has loyalty to his family, but in his defense, that’s how he was raised. My grandfather is hell-bent on keeping our fortune, and he can be ruthless toward anyone without our last name.

“We more than care for her.”

“We? You mean your brothers agree to this as well? It’s not only you on this? I’d never expect any of these changes to come from them.”

“I know, but they’re just as serious about her as I am. And while they didn’t come up with the amendment, I know they’ll back me up completely on it.”

He expels a heavy breath. “Fuck, Axel. What do you expect me to do with this? You guys aren’t even in college yet. We have a strategy in place, and you’re wasting it away on one girl!”

“I know, and I’m sorry if this disappoints you, but this is where we’re at right now. None of us want to live without her. None of us want to see her hurt, and none of us want to give her up—not even to a brother.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“She’s going to marry Tristan.”

He snorts.

I continue. “For real, this time. She’s already agreed to it as long as we leave her family alone.”

“Well, I respect her sense of loyalty, I’ll give you that, even if her fidelity is misplaced and offered to her abuser. I can’t believe Tris, out of all of you, would agree with actually marrying her. I figured he’d be the last of you to commit. What about Cole? He’s a better match for her. Let’s talk money, son. I’ll be losing money that I’ve invested my time and resources in. You know I won’t go for that.”

He’s being more than rational about this. Dad could be losing patience and telling me no straight away, but he hasn’t said it. He knows I wouldn’t do all of this without a much bigger plan, and it’s the only reason he’s taking the time to hear me out. If it were any of my brothers who’d called him, he’d have laughed and told them hell no almost immediately.

Clearing my throat, I go into the details with him that I had previously omitted from Kresley. “You’ll still get the company and the money. I need a little bit of patience on that front, however.”

“Oh? And just how long are we talking, Axel?”

“By the time we enter senior year, you’ll have it all.” I begin by setting his mind at ease with the financial aspects before getting into further details.

“I’ll get their family lawyer in our pocket and make sure a decent alimony arrangement is set up in Kresley’s parents prenuptial agreement. I want confidence in knowing her mother and brother have a way to survive this and be provided for should her father come back with unaccounted for funds per the liquidation process.” He’s fully aware of how wealthy businessmen like to hide money from the IRS. My gut tells me that Kresley’s father isn’t completely surface, and he has skeletons somewhere. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if he comes through this company devastation and gets back on his feet. I want to make it so his wife and son have access to funds he obtains in the future as well.

I continue. “Any stocks or assets will be legally transferred into the mother’s and son’s names. When everything is in place, we sweep the rug from under her father’s feet. I want him living in the gutter for what he’s put Kresley through. I know she won’t go for it right away, so I need time to get her to see reason. She’s understandably angry and hurt about everything that’s happened. We have to turn things around; that way, when her father falls, she’s with us and not against us.”

“That girl truly has no idea how fortunate she is in having you on her side. I would never bet against you; I know that much. Look, Axel, you’ve more than proven your business sense to me in the past. If you say it can be done, I’ll trust you on it. I still don’t like the idea of marrying Tristan off to her, but again, I’m old enough to sit back and watch it play out. As long as she doesn’t disgrace our name and the four of you stay on track for college, than she can move in and we can alter our plan.”

“Thanks, Dad, you won’t regret this. I promise.”

“Axel, you haven’t asked me for anything in years. If I can give you this, then I will.”

I nod, thankful he let me speak, rather than shutting me down like many other parents would’ve.

“Keep me updated.”

“I will.”

“Oh, and Ax?”

“Yes, Father?”

“If she ends up pregnant...” His face grows even more serious than before. “I’ll ship her ass to a remote island. None of you will see or speak to her. Are we understood?”

“Got the message loud and clear.”

He nods. “Talk to you soon.”

“Bye, Dad,” I reply, and we both hang up. The conversation went a lot better than I was expecting. Now that I have the plan under control again, we have to get through the hardest, but most important part. We have to make her love us again.
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“He went for it.” Axel fills us in after he gets off his video call with our father. I exhale in relief; not that I doubted my brother in persuading him to our side, but still.

Tristan huffs. “Yeah, but are you certain he won’t go after the company like he was planning? This is our dad we’re talking about; money is his priority right after us.”

Axel shakes his head, reassuring Tris like he usually does. “We don’t have to worry about that. I told him the time frame would be pushed out a little. I know he doesn’t care to hear that, but he’s willing to wait.”

“But why?” Brent asks, with his face screwed up in worry and confusion.

Axels glances between the three of us. “Because, I asked him to.”

“If you say so, podna.” I shrug. Axel knows his shit better than any of us, so I have faith in him. “Now, for our beba?” I inquire, with Kresley at the forefront of my thoughts. She’s more important than any of these damn plans my brother likes to cook up for our father.

“It’s handled,” Brent rumbles. “She’ll show up, or I’ll drag her out of that house if I have to.”

Axel snorts, his eyes rolling behind his glasses. “Yeah, ‘cause that’ll go over really well with her. We all witnessed how she reacted to Tristan’s stubbornness. I have a feeling you’ll be made worse for the wear.”

“Hey, don’t throw me under the bus,” Tris grumbles, and I copy Ax with my own eye-roll. Everyone thinks we have it all figured out all the time and we’re always on top, but that’s because they never see us like this—vulnerable  and real. We come off untouchable on purpose, we were taught by our father and grandfather to be that way.

Axel’s hands rise in front of him. “I wasn’t. I’m simply being realistic. What I’m attempting to suggest, is that we have to be patient with her.”

I cut in. “Shorty ain’t a fragile bird, no matter what you may think. That kitten has claws, and she’s pissed.”

Brent rumbles. “No shit, Sherlock.”

“Whatever, you get what I’m sayin’.”

He carries on passionately. “I’m not standing back and allowing someone else to hurt her. I don’t care if it’s the snobby bitches at Harvard Academy that have sticks up their asses; I’m done watching her get stepped on by anyone.”

Agreeing with the burly bastard, I nod.

Tristan stands and begins pacing. It’s nothing new; he does it a lot when we’re discussing anything important. He runs down the list, repeating everything. “So we’re patient and protect her from outside sources. What else?”

Ax thrums his fingers on the counter. We’ve all converged in the vast kitchen after Kresley left with her father to pack her belongings. We’re spread out around the marble island while Axel feeds us details. “We cultivate her plans for the future. Either we can bring it up at some point or she can.”

He takes a drink of his coffee and tells us, “Whenever it happens, we have to make sure to hear her thoughts on it. Also, make sure she believes you value her goals and support her. Now, if she comes up with something outlandish, attempt to steer her away from it. Whatever you do, don’t turn her thoughts down completely.”

“She likes when I listen and comfort her,” I admit and Axel meets my gaze agreeing.

“Exactly. She has to see that we care about her, and we’re open to her opinions. She has to realize at some point she’s a part of us and she’s included. It goes for the future as well, hers and ours.”

Tristan sighs. “And this’ll make her love us again? You’re sure?”

Brent shrugs. “We should’ve admitted our intentions and what the deal was when we started to have feelings for her. We could’ve avoided all of this if she knew we never planned to let her go under, and we were only tanking her father’s company.”

Ax cuts his hand across. “None of those details matter now. What’s done is done. She believes we’re her number one enemy. We have to make her understand she’s wrong, and we’re on her side.”

Tristan folds his powerful arms across his chest, coming to a standstill. He rationalizes. “So, in other words, we act normal. We torment her a little, so she doesn’t realize what we’re up to. When the time persists, then we’re patient. We protect her, we listen and comfort her, and finally, we encourage her. I’d like to add when given the opportunity, we stop holding back. It’s time we let her know our intimate feelings for her as well.”

Brent’s brow furrows. “We don’t want to scare her off by coming on too strong. You didn’t see her on that balcony like I did. She’s one step in the direction of bolting, of disappearing for good.”

“He’s absolutely right,” Axel agrees.  “Open up to Kresley. Show her you’re invested, but don’t overdo it.”

Groaning, I rake my hand through my hair, “Jesus, why does this sound so difficult? I don’t remember any past chicks being so damn confusing.”

Tristan smiles wide. “That’s because none of them were worth our time. We didn’t love them. Kresley is special enough to warrant all four of us, let alone a challenge to claim her.”

I nod while my brothers agree with him too. It looks like we have our work cut out for us. Now, we pray it’s enough and that we end up getting the girl. At this rate, I’m pretty sure we’d do anything to make her fall in love with us again. Axel was sure she was moving in that direction before we completely screwed up and she overheard a conversation she never should’ve been a part of.

Regardless of what it takes, count me in.
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I can’t believe this is really happening, and Father easily rolled over and agreed to let me move in with the quads. He’s pathetically desperate to do whatever he can to be in their good graces. It’s despicable that he’d so easily surrender me up to wolves just for the possibility alone that he may line his pockets with more cash and elevate his social standing. Poor people mock the rich, but they don’t have any idea of the pressures and sacrifices we pawns have to make in the midst of the wealthy. When it comes down to it, there’s always someone richer, someone more powerful, controlling your life. It’s that way no matter what amount is in your bank account. I don’t know if I should envy the one percent or weep for them.

Glancing around, I take in the five-piece luggage set mother insisted I use for the things I couldn’t live without. She’d bought them last year for her and Daddy’s trip to Prague. She says they’re last season’s, so I can have them now. It’s so nice of her to put herself out on account of me.

At that ridiculous thought, I snort and laugh to myself. There’s nothing funny about it, though.

She’d never be caught dead in something last season or feeling guilty about anything that doesn’t directly affect herself. Not that I can blame her. She’s lived with Dad for far too long to not be a product of her environment. Though, wouldn’t that make me one as well? It’s ironic what an individual’s determination, along with a touch of humbleness, can do for a person.

I love Mom, truly, but she’s always got a motive. Something can never just be about someone else without personal gain. Take this instance, for example; she didn’t even attempt to conjure up a reason why I needed to stay. In her defense, she probably perceives this as a way to please Father, and in the end, she’ll reap the benefits of his decent mood.

After living here my entire life, I can’t blame her for looking out for herself. If anything, it’s taught me that I have to do the same. Nobody is out there in the world waiting around to save me, hence the reason I’m in this mess in the first place. I have no knight in shining armor, and as far as I’m concerned, there are no heroes waiting to save damsels in distress. This isn’t a fairy tale where no one gets hurt; I’m the one whose been damaged in it.

“I’ll have your bags brought over.” Mom flashes me an excited smile. This is just one big adventure to her.

I don’t return it or her happiness. I can’t. I’ve stalled and prolonged leaving my room long enough. I’ve been sitting on my bed, just glancing around my personal sanctuary for the last hour. I guess it’s not mine anymore. I have a sinking feeling I’ll never be coming back here. While I’m grateful to be out from under Father’s thumb, there’s comfort in familiarity. My room has been my safe haven over the years, and now that’s being stripped away from me.

I’ll be living with the enemy, and the only thing to offer me a sense of peace will be five bags of random things I’ve brought with me. Things have never had much value to me before, but I need to change that. If I’m going to be forced to live with the quads, then they better be prepared to deal with a spoiled brat. I plan to shop as soon as I arrive, as that’ll be the last thing they’re expecting from me. I want them to be as confused and off-kilter as I feel.

“Try to have fun, precious. Many girls would kill to fill your shoes and be surrounded by prominent de Lacharrieres. Don’t forget that, Kresley Ann.”

Exactly. It’s partially why I don’t understand why the guys have chosen me to torment. They could have anyone. Why waste their time on me?

“Bye, Mom,” I whisper, holding her close. I squeeze her tighter than normal. She’s clueless, and I have to forgive her for it. I’ll only have one mother for my lifetime, and I refuse to leave here hating both of my parents. At least I’ll see my brother around the academy until I graduate, but I’m not sure if or when I’ll see Mom. I imagine only when it involves wedding stuff, and it saddens me to realize I’m so alone and unlovable in the world.
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Ugh, I was foolishly under the impression I’d be moving across the street into the guys’ smaller home. That thought quickly changed when I’d barely pulled into the driveway. Tristan had pushed me over and hopped into the driver’s seat of the Porsche without skipping a beat. He’d driven us out of Country Trails and right over to the massive mansion that I can’t seem to escape. Overwhelmed is an understatement when coming to terms that this is my new home. At least, it is for the next year and a half until I graduate and leave Harvard Academy. I doubt there’s a chance of me suddenly becoming a genius and being allowed to graduate early.

Previously I’d seen the massive, stunning ballroom and had briefly gone through the kitchen. I’d passed and also powdered my nose in a few of the bathrooms and had dinner with my family as well as Tristan’s in the main dining room. I’d sat in the sitting room and visited various others, all within the last few times I’d been here. Yet, adding in all the new twists and turns of the rooms they’d ignored before, has me feeling lost. Eventually, we pause, and I turn to Tristan, waiting for him to tell me this is where the fifth pool is located or something else just as outlandish. I really don’t care where we are as long as he keeps me away from the library and the painful memories that accompany the beautiful space.

“And this is our wing.” Tristan smiles broadly as he opens the door and steps inside. He comes to a standstill, waiting for me to look about the apartment in this section of the elaborate mansion.

“I don’t understand...” I respond, confused.

“What don’t you understand, princess?” Surprisingly he doesn’t mock me but asks kindly. I’m not used to the term princess either. It’d rarely slip from my father’s lips when I was a child, and now I have men who are practically royalty, adopting me with it.

“The last time I was here, you each had your own wing. I distinctly remember taking the obnoxious tour and seeing each of your living quarters. You had formal sitting and gaming areas, refrigerators, you name it, but it was in all different directions.”

Their father had also boasted at one of our several dinners how it was important that each of his prized sons have plenty of space. Gag me. I guess they have houses all over the world, and the quads are used to having their personal wings rather than a measly ol’ room. It must be such a hard life with them being reduced to rooms at the house by my parents while they waited for this one to be finished.

He chuckles. “Oh, right. We decided this would be less confusing for you. We toned it down a bit.”

“Oh, give me a break! You toned it down?” I ask in outrage, and he interrupts my tantrum.

“Plus, we all wanted to be near you,” he admits, and I don’t know whether to feel special or offended. “The best way to end that argument before it kicked off was to share one wing. We have a communal living space and what not, surrounded by our individual bedrooms. We’ll be living apart soon enough.”

“You’re used to your own wings, your dad said so. God forbid you have anything less.”

“And we grew comfortable being closer at the last house.”

“B-but I was looking forward to my own space.” I need it.

He smirks, his stare calculating. “I’m sure you were. You’ll have your personal room, multiple closets, and bed when needed, but I don’t anticipate you being alone often.”

“This is absurd. Of course, I’ll need my own bed.”

“We’ll see.”

“You guys aren’t going to let me avoid any of you, are you?” I won’t be able to breathe, damn it!

He shakes his head. “Not on your life.”

A scowl mars my face at his admission. They’re going to make this situation even harder than the move alone. Don’t they understand that each time I have to see one of their faces, it’s like a knife is being driven into my heart? They shattered me. I’m damaged when it comes to them, and they want to throw it all in my face that not only do they get away with whatever they want, that they can have their cake and eat it too. It makes me sick that they can get away with so much and not suffer any consequences to their actions. At least, in my case, they won’t profit off me, no, it’ll be the complete opposite. I’m going to become obnoxiously needy.

“Fine. You know what? I hope I like that bed you’ve picked for me or else I’ll take one of yours.”

His smirk morphs into a cocky grin. “You’re welcome to sleep with us anytime you’d like.”

My look turns feral. “Oh no. None of you will ever be welcome in a bed with me. If I don’t like my room or bed, I’ll simply choose one of the others. If someone’s belongings are in my way, I’ll throw them outside. I may even burn them.”

His chuckle’s dark. “Burn it all, darling, I have enough money to buy you the fucking world. Be careful when you challenge me, and you light that fire. You should’ve learned by now. You may get burned.”

Rolling my eyes, I huff out, “Whatever. I need to unpack. I assume you have staff to assist me? I will also need access to funds to fix the room you’ve put me in. I’m sure it’s not my color choice or to my standards.”

I would never treat their staff badly, but maybe they can come in and take a break or something. Lord knows I’m more than capable to unpack my own belongings. Besides, it’s not like the quads’ father can’t afford for me to give his staff some paid time to relax. In fact, I’ll call Sam. She’ll know what to do as far as shopping goes. I’d feel entirely too guilty spending a boatload of money, though I know I shouldn’t. I’ll tell her to order us both whatever she wants. I want to know what the their limit is.

Tristan’s smile is patronizing as he digs out his wallet. I have to hold my mouth closed when he whips out a platinum card. As he hands it over, his index finger lifts my chin until our gazes collide. Leaning in, he catches me off guard, and I’m struck still as a statute. His smoky gaze twinkles lightheartedly as he whispers against my lips, and I taste his sweet, minty breath. “Here you go, my fiancée. Do your worst.” His nose playfully nudges mine before he pulls back. He winks and spins around, stalking away in the opposite direction.

Swallowing, my breaths come out in little, quick pants as I stare at his muscular football ass covered in charcoal slacks.

He calls out, “Keep staring, darling. I’ll send up a maid.”

Thankfully, he turns down another hall as my mouth embarrassingly pops open.

It almost seems like Tristan enjoys my spoiled brat act far more than my usual attitude! If this is the case with all of them, I’m going to be in even more trouble than I thought. Ugh. What have I gotten myself into with this agreement?

I must’ve fallen asleep at some point, but I don’t remember it happening. I’d begun unpacking my clothes, hanging them so they wouldn’t get wrinkled and taking in all the details of my room. I’d laid down and pulled out my tablet to do some shopping, not that the room needed it or anything. I made a promise to myself that I was going to hit them in the bank, however, and I was remaining good on it. I’d ordered a beautiful hand-sewn, fluffy, extra-large king comforter and some new shoes, but I can’t remember much after that so I must’ve dozed off.

I’m jostled out of my deep, comfortable sleep when a large body wraps its warmth and muscles around my small frame. My eyes part and take in the pitch-black room, as I’m surrounded by Brent’s intoxicating man smell. I want to burrow into him and sniff him repeatedly. I won’t allow myself that little reward, though.

“Wha-what are you doing?”

“I came to check on you,” he grumbles, his nose seeking the back of my neck through my tangled mass of hair. He breathes deeply sending chills over my flesh, and I wiggle in his grasp. Being held like this from him is new, and every rational thought inside tells me to push him away and make him go back to his room, but I don’t want to. For some reason, I really feel like I need to be held right now.

“You shouldn’t be here; I’m mad at you. Why were you checking on me in the middle of the night, anyhow?” I whisper sleepily.

“Because,” he mutters, and it registers that he’s in nothing but a pair of fitted boxer briefs. His abs contract against my butt as he pulls me closer into his frame, making me want to moan at the feeling of all that rock-hard muscle. He’s so freaking big; he makes me feel tiny, and I’m not a small lady by any means. It’s hard to think rationally at all when he’s got me wrapped in his thick limbs.

Finally, he admits, “You were crying out and whimpering. I needed to make sure you were okay, that you were safe.”

“I-I was crying?” I ask.

My brow scrunches with worry as my fingertips move to my cheek. He’s right, my skin is wet. I was dreaming of the quads, of that night I found out the truth. I don’t remember ever crying in my sleep before; I didn’t know it was something you could even do.

“Mm-hmm,” he grunts and then rasps, “You okay, sweetheart?”

I tear up at his endearment, feeling like I may choke if I speak. Sweetheart. He called me sweetheart. My big, burly bear of a man. Am I okay? No, not at all. I miss my guys. I love them, but they’ve ruined me. It’s a difficult pill to swallow, learning you can’t trust your friends—the boys you love. “Yep, fine,” I manage to breathe.

His arms move, and one’s positioned underneath my pillow, creating a perfect hump under my neck. The other delves over my side and under my arm to hold tightly to my abdomen. “I’ll stay here for a while,” he murmurs. “Keep you safe.” He finished before I hear soft snores coming from my hair. He’s made himself comfortable wrapped around me like a snake and dozed off. His body’s like a sauna, warming me all over. It’s perfect, as the room is chilly.

Brent’s here to keep me safe, yet they’re the ones I need protecting from. He can stay here for now...but only one night. I can’t handle having him this close every night, I think to myself as my body relaxes back into sleep, and then I wonder when I started lying to myself as well...
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School starts up, and I swear it’s like everyone knows I’ve moved into the mansion with the quads. I don’t know how. I haven’t said anything, and I know Sam would never break my confidence. I doubt the guys want anyone aware that I’m living in their house, and I don’t think my parents would say anything before Tristan and I are married. Yet, the students had to find out about it somehow.

“Morning Kresley.” Another girl passes me in the hall and waves.

“Oh, hi,” I reply for like the fiftieth time since walking to my locker.

“Love your barrettes,” one of the underclassmen on the dance team comments. “You should totally post where you buy your stuff. I’d get some for sure!”

“Sure, I can do that.” I nod, flabbergasted. Is this why so many people from my school have been following me on Instagram and Twitter? Along with the friend requests popping up on my Facebook account and snap request on Snapchat? Some people went through and liked every single photo I’ve posted from the very beginning. It was creepy, and I blocked a few.

I yank Sam to me, and hiss, “Does it feel like more people are staring today? I thought we were past this!”

“Hell yeah, they totally are, but I think I know why.”

“What? Why?”

“Morning, Kresley.” A few more girls pass, shyly interrupting. Flashing a smile, I try not to come off as rude. I’m going to go insane if this is how it’ll be from now on, though I suppose its way better than the bullying.

Sam wraps her arm in mine and agrees. “The papers and online articles are out. You’re blogged about all over the country. The engagement party is all everyone is talking about. We’ve been on break then the quads made everyone believe you were on vacation. To them it’s all new; they haven’t lived through everything else like you have.”

“Oh God,” I groan, my hands flying up to cover my face. “This is so not good. I have too much to deal with already; I can’t handle them being weird all over again.”

She pries my fingers away, smiling her perfect cheeky smile in my face. “No, babe, relax. I went through the posts and articles, and they are so good. Every girl around the world wants to be you to fill your shoes right now. Everything talks about how the party was tastefully decorated and presented, and not outlandish, as they’d expected it to be. They blog about who your dress designer was for the event and how flawlessly you pulled off the look. Hell, they can’t get over that you’ve never had any work done.”

“Because they didn’t have enough ammo before, when they were vandalizing my car and advertising twenty-dollar BJ’s in the bathroom?”

We start walking to our classes, with me listening to her closely. “They don’t hate you like I was worried about...it’s the opposite. They talk about how you were humble, graceful, and a natural beauty. The world loves you, and they think you and Tristan are the new ‘it’ couple. They’re on pins and needles to see the wedding and the babies they’re sure will follow. You’ve become royalty, my dear. Everyone’s staring at you because you’re our very own celebrity. You’ve graduated to the quads’ level; you’re an untouchable.”

A few students send me friendly smiles and waves as Sam and I stride down the hallway. It’s like being in the Twilight Zone. My eyes are wide as I stare at Sam in disbelief. “You’re kidding! If they had even a brief knowledge of me, they’d know none of that is true.”

“Kresley,” she says kindly, pulling me in for a Sam hug. They’re the best type of hug out there. She whispers as she holds me tightly. “Every single word is true, and I can’t think of anyone who deserves it more than you. You went through hell, and it’s time something good is coming afloat.”

She pulls back, and tears swim in my gaze. It means everything coming from her because I know she’d never lie to me. She’s my best friend. “Thank you,” I mumble, and she nods then retucks her arm in mine as she leads us the rest of the way to our dreaded math class. I never thought I’d be looking forward to doing school work, but I need some sense of normalcy in my life. Everything else has me in a tailspin.

“I’ll see you in third period,” she reassures as a classmate of mine stops next to us.

“I love your hair today, Kresley. Who’s your stylist?”

Sam winks. “I have a feeling you’re going to be just fine. See you later.”

“Okay, have fun in biology,” I call after my best friend and turn to the girl beside me. I’d never spoken to her in the past, but I’ll take all the kindness I can get.

“My stylist’s awesome, a bit of a drama queen, but awesome. I can give you his number,” I say as we walk into class together.
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“This isn’t working,” I begin, frustrated with myself and the others. “She’s been with us for nearly two months, and she’s still giving me the cold shoulder. She’s acted indifferent over everything, and it’s making me desperate.”

I have to move around, so I walk in circles around the room, not realizing I’m doing it as I talk. “You’re all aware I’ve never had to really work for a female that I was interested in, let alone have to deal with her relentless willpower. We need to be aggressive before she completely slips away. We have to do something before it’s too late,” I declare to Axel as I work at pacing a hole in the floor of the library—the very room where this problem started.

Axel raises his hands, attempting to calm me; he’s always the first to reach a solution. “We won’t lose her. Brent’s been sleeping next to her nearly every night,” he rationalizes, and I pin a glare on Brent. Never had a reason to be jealous before, let alone with one of my brothers, yet here I am.

Brent shrugs, not the least bit perturbed with my budding jealousy. “What do you want from me? She gets cold and whimpers when I’m not there. You can’t be angry that she’s more comfortable with me than she is with any of you. I didn’t act like her best friend or anything else when we first met. I tolerated her presence like I do any of your other fake friends you make. It’s only natural she trusts me more than you three. She knows I’ll be real with her whether it hurts her feelings or not.”

Cole snorts. “Nah podna, you’re the ass. She knows you take it slow, and you won’t push her. She’s scared of Ax because she got too comfortable with him, too fast. She avoids Tris and me because she knows we’ll push her out of her comfort zone. We don’t hold back when it comes to her.”

Brent growls. “I’m the ass? No, fuck you three. I didn’t come up with the plan to ruin her fucking life. You want to place blame? Blame yourselves. I’m just the dumb jock who fights too much, remember?” He storms out after he’s said his piece.

A sigh escapes me. “This isn’t how this meeting is supposed to go. We need to put our heads together and come up with a better plan. I can’t lose her.”

Axel releases a heavy breath and agrees. “None of us can. We’re just as invested as you are, Tristan.”

“We all love her,” Cole admits as well.

“What the hell are we going to do? I understand she’s angry, but damn, man. I miss having our girl’s smile and her personal questions randomly butting in to make us feel uncomfortable. I just miss her quirks and her presence.” My gaze floats between the two of them.

Cole’s changed his hairstyle, and I’m not sure if it’s better or worse than the last. I’m sure our father will have something to say when he sees it. With his ripped up black skinny jeans and a new set of gauges in his ears, he looks more rocker than a French descendant. Father will flip. I wonder what Kresley thinks of his look?

“Well, we succumbed to her spoiled girl act almost immediately,” Axel shares and then chuckles. “Although she’d never pull it off no matter how hard she tries. Her ordering a few things per week with Tristan’s credit card is hardly a chore on us. I think we each have more gifts for her hidden away in our closets than she’d order in the next years’ time. Had this problem not taken place and we’d spent Christmas with her, she’d have been completely spoiled and shocked at how we tend to go overboard.”

Cole joins in laughing, and I crack a smile as well. My brother’s right. I have several small boxes of jewelry in my closet just waiting to drip from her flesh. I can’t wait to cover her in diamonds and take her out for dinner and dancing. I want everyone to see how I spoil my future wife. Next year we’ll go off to college, and I’ll make sure she has a house of her dreams wherever we end up, amongst anything else she could ever wish for.

“Maybe that’s it,” Axel says suddenly drawing our attention back on him. God, I can only hope whatever he’s come up with will work. I need my girl back.

“What?” Cole and I echo at the same time. It freaks my dad out when he’s around to witness it, but we think it’s funny.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Brent was right. Kresley is an intelligent woman; in fact, we’ve underestimated her from the very start. She’s fully aware of how we each are, our temperaments, and even our personal habits, I’d imagine.”

“Okay? What’s that have to do with getting her to love us?”

“Simple. We give her a taste of her own medicine. Let’s flip the script, so to speak, and see if we can throw her off enough to make her open up to each of us again. We can’t screw up again, though, or it will never work.”

“You mean act like one another...not our usual personalities?” Cole asks.

Axel nods, his lips turning up as he stops his anxious tapping. His irises are super light gray at the moment, a tell that he’s been doing some serious thinking. “That’s exactly what I mean. She’s used to us, so we have to change it up, just like she’s done.”

“But doesn’t that defeat the purpose of showing her who we are and not deceiving her any further?”

“Of course not. I mean, it does in a sense, but we won’t take it to the extreme. We can still be authentic and open up to her when the time comes; this is only to shake her up a bit and catch her attention. Tris, Kresley’s used to you being presumptuous and headstrong. She’s believed you were a jerk ever since school began. She’d barely grasped your true self before things had blown up in our faces. How do you think Kresley would react if you sat back and went with the flow like Cole typically does? It’d drive her crazy wondering what was up with you.”

He turns to our other brother. “Cole, Kresley’s grown accustomed to you being somewhat forthcoming with your affections and desires toward her, but what if you friend zoned her? She’d be wracking her brain trying to figure out if your feelings weren’t romantic toward her any longer and what changed.”

“And what about you, Axel?” I question, contemplating his attitude change. He’d have to pull a one eighty and be a dick. I don’t see that going over well for him—he’s easygoing, organized, and naturally polite without realizing it.

He shrugs. “Well, I’m generally friendly and try to help out when the situation presents itself. I’m not overly affectionate physically or verbally unless it’s a private place and the occasion calls for it...so, I guess I’ll be an asshole.”

A chuckle bursts free as I shake my head and Cole scoffs from the couch behind me. “Yeah right; that’s not you.”

Axel stands, straightening his polo shirt and replies, “Exactly. I’ll push her away so she’ll come reeling in to find out what’s up with me. Well, that’s if it goes to plan like I’m expecting it too.”

“Jesus,” Cole mutters. “You’re a damn genius.”

“I just hope this works.”

Axel beams. “It will; just watch.”
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I’ve never been one for confrontation. Probably why I’ve always preferred swimming over contact sports such as football or rugby. I’ve witnessed my brothers in some fairly heated moments, and I just never saw the point of it over something so trivial. Not only that but the sheer point of killing my body just to be angry and stress over a game. I’d rather swim and relax; besides, my mind is as powerful as any other muscle. You can choose which to develop, and at an early age, I chose my brain above all else.

That being said, you’d think being self-absorbed and bossy would be hard for me when it comes to Kresley, but it’s not. I live with three of the broodiest, bossiest, most blasé guys I’ve ever met. The transition comes to me like second nature. Kresley, however, never saw it coming which was exactly the outcome I was eager for.

“No, you’ll sit here.” I grasp her wrist tightly, jerking her a bit and plant her in the stool next to me. The glare she levels me with is enough to make me cringe internally, but I brush it off as Tris would. “And you’re wearing the style wrong, by the way.” My gaze travels over her outfit like it’s hideous. She looks beyond stunning, but I’m going to agitate her a bit like my brother would normally do.

“Wha-what?” she stammers, glancing down at her clothes.

“Like this,” I grab the sides of the silky material and jerk it down until the swells of her breasts are visible. “There.” I fling my hand in her direction as I take my seat again. “Now we all have something stimulating to look at. Just think of it like you staring at me in art class. Only you have more clothes on, but we could get creative and change that.”

Her cheeks turn a bright shade of pink. She’s furious and embarrassed all rolled into one, but she wouldn’t dare admit it aloud. The plate screeches from her fork as she stabs her food with force. Tristan’s thoroughly amused, and he’s doing everything he can to hold back his laughter. Cole’s sending her a concerned glance and Brent’s watching me like I may’ve lost my mind. But then I’d shocked all of them this morning when I’d left my glasses at home and went with my contacts. However, I’m determined to play my part.

“You’ll sit here from now on,” I order, with my tone leaving no room for argument. “Especially if you want a chance to get me out of that scrap of material you drew me in. I never got a chance to see that, by the way. Don’t you think it’s rude not to show the muse your work?”

Kresley gapes at me, in stunned silence. No doubt she has a million things running through her mind. I can read it in her irises, but don’t comment on it.

Reaching over, my fingers move to her chin to plant her mouth closed. I can’t resist saying, “I’ve got plenty of other things in mind for that mouth if you keep it open like that. I may be able to fit in there after all.” She gasps, and I flash a cocky grin in response to her outrage. She has no idea what to think, and I’m fist pumping inside at her shock.

Tristan stands suddenly and announces, “Let’s throw a party. We don’t need to go to school anyway; it’s boring. Let’s cut out early today. We’ll get everything we need and invite a few hundred people to celebrate.”

“What’re we celebrating?” Cole asks.

“Wait, a party? I don’t do parties, so my vote is gonna be a no,” Kresley attempts to argue, and my brother ignores us.

Tristan shrugs. “I don’t care; make something up.” He tosses his napkin on his full lunch plate and pushes his chair in, glancing around. “I want to get drunk. Also, I think it’s time I break in Dad’s Ferrari as well. Give a shout-out to your social media pages that we’ll race for seventy-five k at midnight. I’ll post on mine too.”

Cole straightens. “But you’ll be trashed by then. Let’s think about this some more.” Suddenly, he’s coming off as the rash thinking one.

Tris shrugs. “No worries, man. I won’t lose.”

Kresley drops her silverware. “You guys are being dumb. We’re not skipping school, and no one is racing, especially not drunk. I won’t take part in something that’ll result in ruining someone else’s life.”

Tristan winks. “We’ll see, darling. I’m taking off. Who’s coming? Oh, and I’m driving.” Then he saunters off without waiting for any of our responses.

She turns to me, worry painting her beautiful features. “Axel, please. This can’t happen.”

“What?” I growl, glaring at everyone and anything I can find, just as Brent likes to.

“You’re the only one Tristan listens to. You can talk some sense into him. We can’t do this.”

With a snort, I roll my eyes. “Don’t worry your pretty little head, Lois. He said he’d win. Make sure you wear something hot tonight if you’re going to be on my brother’s or my arm. You need to look good.” I spin around and head for the same direction Tristan just went in. Flashing a quick glance behind, I yell rudely, “Hurry up, babe. I don’t like to wait.”

I hear Cole trying to comfort her as she starts to freak out. He soothes her, promising he’ll do what he can to help. Brent also says he’ll drive her home from school if she wants to stay the rest of the day. Our new plan has just begun, and we’re already on the right track. I thought this was going to be a pain in the butt, but I’m actually having some fun playing this part.

Night rolls around, and the mansion is thumping with our DJ spinning. The ballroom has been transformed into our very own mini club. Tall, round tables and barstools surround a section designated for dancing near the largest speaker. Strobe lights flash different colors on the dance area, and fog machines positioned in the corners of the room create a sense of privacy. The expansive bar is littered with various bottles of liquor and clear plastic cups, along with a variety of chips and dips. A dozen kegs line up off the side of the bar with multiple people positioned to pump and fill cups. It’s going to be a long, crazy night, but this is what we’re expected to do at eighteen, with no parents home and a never-ending bank card. The party life hasn’t been much of our scene in the past, but you’d never know by seeing the setup we’ve created.

Harvard Academy doesn’t disappoint with the turnout either. The girls are showing so much skin tonight, you’d never know it was February with snow on the ground. The driveway’s littered with expensive sports cars as well. The owners each vying for a chance at winning the seventy-five thousand dollars Tristan had announced was up for grabs on his Twitter this morning.

There’s a ton of people here filling up the extravagant space, and it’s a bit nerve-wracking. Plenty of the faces around I don’t recognize from Harvard Academy, and when I ask, they give me various private school names. I had no idea there were so many prep schools, and academies within a few hours’ distance. I didn’t think my brother would actually go through with the race idea tonight, but it looks as if he’s proving me wrong. It was obviously his method of making sure the party is huge—not that it wouldn’t have been otherwise.

I can feel my girl immediately and look toward the entryway. Sure enough, my Lois Lane stunningly lights up the room as she and Samantha Collingsworth finally make their presence known. Brent’s behind her, following her around like a personal bodyguard. Thank God for that too. I may not be confrontational, but when it comes to Kresley, color me a changed man. I wouldn’t stand for someone bothering her or attempting to win her over.

With confident strides and wearing a charming smile, I approach the group. As soon as I’m close enough to smell her sweet, feminine-scentedperfume, I grab her elbow and bring her in closer. Taking in her scent, I press a kiss to her forehead and tow her away with me.

“Hey!” she calls, staring up at me with frustration.

“I wanna dance,” I reply flippantly, not even considering her feelings.

I’m acting exactly like Tristan would in this situation. Plus, I’m actually quite horrible at dancing, but I’m going to do my damndest and pretend like I know what I’m doing. The dancing bodies swallow us up, and I yank her front to me, tucking her body into mine in an intimate embrace. There’s no confusion to my intentions, especially when my cock semihardens at the feel of her small frame rubbing against it. In any other situation, I’d think of something to distract myself so she wouldn’t feel it. Not tonight or while I’m adopting this new persona. She has to know I want her sexually—like crazy.

Leaning in, I graze her earlobe with my teeth and growl, “Fuck, you’re hot tonight.”

As we move together, my hands fall to her exposed thighs under her ass. We start to grind to the song, two puzzle pieces coming together as one. She’s a freaking temptress even without all of this playing into it. The seductive dress, the music, and her enchanting smell have my attention wrapped up in her completely. Everything around us is foggy, and I couldn’t care about any of it. Only her. I think she’s too dazed to put a stop to my roaming hands. I’m acting nothing like my usual self, and so far, it seems to be working like a charm in keeping Kresley off-kilter.

She shudders as my tongue continues to play with her ear. I’m so close, caressing her everywhere, that if I had on fewer clothes, we’d look like we were fucking. She moans my name, and I finally move in and cross the line. Palming the globes of her ass, I press her core against my thick hardness and suggest, “Let’s go to my room. I want to put that mouth and chest of yours to work. See if I was right about the size of the opening after all.”

Kresley jerks back so quickly I have to hold her bicep, so she doesn’t lose her balance and fall to the ground. Her wide eyes are irate as she angrily shouts, “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Ax?”

My index finger trails along her jawline as I cockily smirk in return. “Just telling you how it is, babe. There are plenty of girls who’ll do the job if you can’t handle it. Just let me know, and we’ll try not to keep you up all night.”

The grin’s wiped off my face as her hand connects with my clean-shaven cheek. The music went quiet the exact moment she made contact, and I swear the crack of her palm meeting my flesh echoes in the enormous room. The cocky smile I’d previously worn, along with the over-confident façade, fades from my face as I stare before me.

Kresley’s ample chest heaves with her heavy breaths. “Don’t you ever speak about other girls around me!” she shouts and then slams her mouth closed.

She runs back in the direction we just came from, and I can’t help but think...out of my entire production, the part that upset her was the mention of me possibly being intimate with other girls. I’m flabbergasted to discover she’s so jealous and territorial when it comes to me, and most likely my brothers as well. I never needed to change who I was in the first place; she just required a little provoking. Looks like her feelings for me are still very much intact no matter how hard she’s pretended otherwise these past few months she’s lived with us.

This time a genuine smile graces my lips as I stride toward the direction she ran off in. Mission accomplished.
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Kresley comes running from the dance floor looking like she’s seen a ghost, and my protective instinct takes over. I’ll flatten someone for upsetting her. She flies right into my muscular arms, and I wrap her in my strong embrace. I can feel her trembling against my frame. She’s crying into my chest as I attempt to lean back and get her to meet my gaze. She’s not having it, keeping her chin tucked downward and out of my scrutiny.

Leaning in close so she can hear me over the booming beat the DJ has spilling out of the speakers, I nuzzle her neck lovingly. “What happened, beautiful?” I question after allowing her a moment to be upset. “Talk to me, so I can fix it for you.” It’s only the two of us. Sam left my side when Brandon showed up and asked her to dance with him.

Kresley shakes her head, not wanting to discuss it. There’s no way I’m going to let her be so upset without telling me what happened. I need to know how I can make her feel better. I watched her miserable on that damn camera at her parents’ house, and I refuse to let her be sad any longer if I can help it. Picking her small frame up, I walk with her, leaving the ballroom behind us. Keeping her wrapped in my embrace, my bulk helps protect her from everyone’s prying stares.

We make it out into the hallway where it’s quieter. I don’t stop until I have her pressed firmly against the wall and in our own private cocoon created from my hulking stature. I strain back some to put a foot between us, so I can look into her gorgeous eyes and touch her. Once I’ve secured her with my hips, my hands immediately move toward her face. Cupping her rosy cheeks, I take in her tearful irises, her smudged makeup and pale complexion. “What the fuck happened, Kresley? I need to know sweetheart; it tears me up watching you upset like this.”

“Ax-Axel.” She whispers his name like he just kicked her cat or something similar. My poor girl, what the hell did that idiot do on the dance floor? I’ve noticed how my brothers have been acting all day, and it’s been a ridiculous site. I’ve refrained from commenting on it even though I’ve wanted to tell them to stop being dipshits.

“What’d he do, baby? Tell me. I can punch him if it’ll make you feel better.”

Her lips shake into a watery smile before turning sad again. “He said if I didn’t go to his room with him that he had other willing girls to take care of him.”

I snort. He’s trying too hard to act like Tristan, and it’s going to backfire on him. He should realize by now that Kresley is territorial, even if she doesn’t come off malicious about it. We’ve made it loud and clear that she belongs to all of us, so of course, she’s going to rationalize inside that we’re hers in return. Sometimes Axel can be too smart for his own good and not notice what’s staring him in the face. “And what did you tell him when he said it?’

She sniffles, and it’s so freaking cute; she’s upset and still takes my freakin’ breath away. “I…” She lowers her voice to a whisper, and admits, “…slapped him.”

A loud laugh rumbles through my chest and core at her confession. I bet my younger brother was mortified inside at her reaction. I’m going to give him so much shit for this from now on. This is great! “That’s what he deserves for acting like a fool.”

“You mean, you’re not angry with me?”

Leaning my forehead against hers, my thumbs swipe away the tears under her eyes, and I shake my head. “Hell no, not even a little bit. I’m glad you hit the fucker. Don’t ever allow my brothers to disrespect you like that. I don’t care if you love them or not. You don’t deserve to be treated like a sidepiece. Ever!”

“Thank you for not hating me.” Her gaze turns soft, and she licks her lips.

“Of course, sweetheart,” I murmur. “You’re my girl.”

My nose nudges hers carefully, and then she’s up on her tippy-toes. Her lips press to mine, and I fight to hold back my stunned surprise and the drive to ravish her. It’s the first time she’s let any of us kiss her in months, and I didn’t have to do a thing—just be myself. I’m not even the one who initiated the kiss. She did.

I keep it easy, unhurried, and with very little pressure. If she wants it, she needs to take it. I won’t push her into something that she can regret later. Kresley’s palms slide over my rigged abs and up to my solid pecs. She pauses over them, my body flexing wherever she explores. I want to feel her hands on every part of my bulk, but I won’t beg her for it.

Moving quickly, I spin us and stride for the corner. I don’t want Kresley worrying about anyone coming out here and being nosey. I’ll always care for her and protect her. I can take her to my room, but I don’t want to break up this moment. Kresley initiated the kiss, and I won’t be the one to end it or escalate it. She can do whatever she wants, and I’ll follow her lead.

Moments pass, my tongue moving with hers. I try to allow her to lead, but it’s not in me to surrender my dominance. Without realizing it, I take over, kissing her passionately. She needs to know exactly what she does to me, and that’s pop the lid off my control. We kiss until her lips are swollen and she’s breathing heavily, before she pulls back, her tears dried away.

“Thank you, Brent,” she sweetly mumbles, with her lips still close enough to mine that they brush my mouth.

“For what?”

“For being exactly what I needed and didn’t know it,” she admits softly, and I feel like I can finally say what I’ve been feeling.

With a deep, gravely rasp, I confess, “I will always be here for you. Never doubt that.”

Biting her lip, she backs off a bit and glances away. She wears her emotions on her sleeve. I can read it all over her that she wants to believe me, but she doesn’t.

My hand slides from her cheek down to her sharp jawline, tilting her head until she meets my intense stare once again. “I promise you, Kresley. I know you’re hurt, and I respect your feelings, but you also need to realize something.”

She swallows before asking, “What’s that?”

She’s listening to me, and that’s good. I need Kres to hear me out here, tonight, so she keeps her walls down with me. Maybe, if my brothers quit being idiots, she’ll open up her eyes to see how completely gone they are for her as well.

“When that plan initially came into effect, none of us had any clue that you’re the way you really are.”

Her nose screws up, making her the most adorable woman ever. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that things were business as usual when we moved here. We didn’t know that you were this person—a kind, humble, amazing woman that we’d be falling so hopelessly in love with. Our feelings for you were effortless; we fell for you almost immediately sweetheart.”

She blushes and starts to shake her head with denial, but I stop the movement. Pulling her into my chest, I back up my statement, “Seriously, sweetheart. I have absolutely no reason to lie to you when you already know what our ulterior motive is.” Leaning in, I breathe in her hair and claim, “You’re one of us, whether you like it or not. You’re ours,” I grumble into the top of her head, pressing a kiss into her sweet-smelling lavender locks.

Kresley’s thin arms squeeze me tightly—tighter than I’d have expected from her small figure. She moves upward until her lips begin peppering kisses along my throat and jawline. She’s not as short as most of the girls at school, but she’s tiny compared to my brothers and me. I love how she fits so perfectly against me like she was meant to be in my embrace. This is how things are supposed to be between us: honest, open, affectionate, and loving.

Our tender moment is rudely interrupted far too quickly. Our private cocoon is broken away by voices as we start to hear loud chants coming from the ballroom. Releasing my hold on her, I grab for her hand and storm toward the doors. She trails behind my lead and remains behind my form as I fling the intricately carved white door open. Popping my head inside, I find chaos.

“Race! Race! Race!” People everywhere chant as one, and Kresley’s terrified stare turns up at me once she gets a look at them inside as well.

Cole’s gaze instantly finds mine, and he comes running over, flashing Kres a kind smile. “Hello there, pretty girl,” he greets smoothly, and I roll my eyes. I know he wants to yank her out of my arms and call her beba, but this charade they’ve got going on has him acting like Axel usually does. I don’t think they realize how ridiculous this changeup they’ve got going on is. It’d be comical if they pulled this on Dad to witness his reaction, but with Kresley, it’s old already. The lies and deception are what got us into the mess with her in the first place.

Kresley’s hand releases mine as she launches herself at Cole. I think he’s just as surprised as I am, as she’s been standoffish and argumentative to my brothers from the moment she moved in. Her eyes fill with new, unshed tears, fear gripping her features. She pleads with him, “Please, please, please, Cole!”

His jaw slackens as he peers between her and me; we’re both flabbergasted that she’s suddenly become troubled. “What? What is it, mon cher?”

Her fingers tangle into his perfectly pressed, long-sleeved scarlet button-down shirt. Tears spill over onto her cheeks, quickly flowing down her smooth skin. It breaks something inside me to watch her so distraught. “You have to stop him!” she says, and Cole flashes me a startled look, just as lost as I am.

“Uh, you mean Tristan?” Cole asks, confused. “From racing?” he clarifies, and she quickly nods, agreeing and clinging to him like he’s her lifeline. I should be mad with jealousy that she can put so much trust in another man, but I’m not. I would be if it were anyone else, but not when it comes to my brothers. We’ve shared everything growing up, including our looks since birth. Caring for Kresley as one—sharing her—is nothing new for us.
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The chanting eventually registered, and I realized why everyone in the ballroom was yelling. Frightened sobs wrack my body as I stare into the two, nearly-identical faces belonging to Brent and Cole. Something in my gut tells me that, if Tristan gets behind the wheel, showing off after drinking all night, he’ll wreck. If that boy hurts himself, or even worse, dies, I’ll never forgive myself for not stepping in and stopping him.

I stammer on, praying they’ll help me. I need at least one of them on my side, or I know Tristan won’t listen to me. “Y-you have to stop Tristan. He can’t race tonight; I  witnessed him doing shots earlier! None of these people will give it a second thought.”

Brent’s eyes widen, and his brow scrunches at my admission. The severity of potential consequences to come from his brother racing their dad’s car tonight, hits him as well. “Fuck. I bet he’s throwing a few back to calm his nerves. Tris has been a wreck about everything lately. Regardless, he’ll be careless driving Dad’s new car if he’s been drinking.”

“P-please,” I hiccup and plead with Cole. He’s the only one I know who can pull this race off in his brother’s place. Cole practically drives for a living, and the faster the car, the better, as far as he’s concerned. My worry increases with each passing moment closer to Tristan getting behind the wheel of a car. “You have to stop him.”

He shakes his head, his gaze apologetic as he meets mine. “He’ll never stop. I know Tristan, and he’s doing this to prove a point.”

“What point?” I cry, the tears spilling more freely down my face. I no longer care who sees me like this, or what they may think about it.

“That...he can win. For you.”

“Me?” I choke. “But I don’t want him to do this!”

Kids begin to file out of the ballroom, and no one needs to say out loud where they’re going. I know exactly why everyone’s all hyped up. They’re going downstairs to get a good spot to watch this godforsaken race start.

I keep trying. “We have to do something, you guys. I won’t be able to live with myself if he gets in that car and races, let alone when he’s been drinking. You both should feel the same way about it that I do. You’re his brothers.”

The two men trade a few stares, silently having some sort of conversation before turning back to me. Cole says, “We may be able to change his mind, but it’ll involve your help.”

“Anything!” I agree immediately. “Just tell me what to do.”

They do their silent look-talk thing again before Cole’s hands move to squeeze my biceps. “Brent will take you to find Tristan. You have to keep him distracted,” he orders. “You’ll need to be persuasive, especially if he’s been drinking. He may be too much too handle or try to ignore you.”

“Okay, I can handle that.” I nod like a bobblehead before asking, “What’re you doing?’

He winks, flashing me his signature Cole smirk. “I’m gonna go win that race, beba.”

Surprisingly, his words don’t upset me like the thought of Tristan in the car does. I’ve ridden with Cole several times and know that this is his element. If anyone can win, and do so safely, it’s this blasé Cajun boy from the Bayou in front of me. Rather than chastise or nag him on being careful, I offer him a timid, grateful smile and lean into him. Placing a chaste kiss on his mouth, I say confidently, “Good luck, Cajun. Go kick some ass.”

Cole flashes a confident, excited grin at me before nodding to Brent. He quickly runs off in the direction of the garage and array of luxury vehicles.

Turning to Brent, my expression becomes serious as I demand, “Take me to Tristan. We have to get to him before he has a chance to leave. You can lock me in the room with him if necessary, so he stays.”

“Let’s hope he hasn’t drunk too much already or else neither of us will be able to stop him. You’re aware that the four of us don’t drink often. When we finally do throw some back, we turn into a giant mess. Thankfully, you haven’t been around us to witness it yet.”

I follow Brent. With my smaller legs, I have to nearly run to keep up with his swift pace, as he takes off in a jog through the mansion. We make several twists and turns throughout the never-ending maze of hallways and rooms before we eventually find Tristan.

The buff guy’s standing in front of a large floor-to-ceiling window, overlooking the front of the property. He peers outside, scrutinizing the driveway currently occupied with various souped-up, posh sports cars. No doubt everyone within a two-hundred-mile radius brought their daddy’s fastest toys to race for that seventy-five-thousand-dollar prize. It’s pocket change to Tristan, but to some, it’s a hefty payday.

Placing my hand on Brent’s solid bicep, I press up on my tippy-toes and place a tender, firm kiss to his cheek. Whispering quietly, I thank him for bringing me to his brother. “I appreciate this so much, Brent. I won’t forget how you’ve trusted me and helped when I asked.”

“Of course. I told you, anything you need, I’m your man.” His fingers lightly brush mine, keeping it respectful in front of Tristan. “Want me to talk to him?” He chin-lifts in the direction of his brother.

“No, I’ll be okay.”

He tucks a lock of my hair behind my ear, asking, “You’re sure?” His apprehensive stare flicks between Tristan and me. The headstrong guy currently staring up at the stars hasn’t noticed us in the shadow of the doorway yet.

“Yes, I can handle this. I’ll distract him, and we’ll find you guys later. Please wait for Cole in my place, just in case I don’t make it downstairs in time for the end of the race.”

“Why wouldn’t you?” Brent interrogates.

My head falls to the side, tilting toward Tris. “We have a lot to talk about. At least, I do.” If his judgment and decisions are going to be careless on account of me, then it’s time I speak to him about my feelings, about everything. I’m not looking forward to the conversation either. I’ve barely been able to say something to Brent, and he wasn’t the one who gutted me the worst out of the quads. Tristan and Axel, though? They put me through the ringer; not that it matters. They all lied and hurt me in that aspect, especially considering I was falling in love with them so quickly.

Brent nods, frown firmly in place as he presses a kiss on the top of my head. “All right. Text me if you need me.” He strides off in the opposite direction of the hallway we came from. With his beefy presence absent, suddenly the silence feels much more pressing than it did with him at my side.

With a deep breath, I recite a silent prayer in search for a bit of courage and step into the room. “Hi, Tris.”

Tristan’s deep in thought and doesn’t notice me until I’m a few feet away. “Kresley?” His head falls back a bit with surprise, and I offer up a small smile in greeting. “I’m going to race…want to come and watch me win?” He stands up straight, his initial emotions falling away as his mask of easy confidence falls in its place.

Shaking my head in disagreement, his look falters momentarily before he’s stepping toward the door. My hand lands on his thick forearm, making him momentarily pause. “Wait.”

“Hmm?”

“I-I need to speak with you.”

His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, his penetrating steel irises peer deeply into my own. I could get lost in his stare if the opportunity were presented. Tristan steps closer, his body intimidating in size and invades my space. His scent encompasses the air around us, making me dizzy with his presence. He’s got the aura that just draws you in to him, making you crave more than he’s willing to give.

“What could be so pressing you can’t wait to tell me later? If it’s more of your attitude or more of your hateful digs, then I don’t want to hear it.”

Exhaling, I tug his arm to follow. I sit on the closest couch, bringing him with me. We’re facing each other, our kneecaps pressed against one another. It’s as close as I can handle at the moment. I was falling hard for Tristan’s bossy ways when my entire world was rocked with the reality of their intensions. He doesn’t want to hear the digs I’ve been making lately, which is understandable. However, I didn’t want to hear his lies either.

“You hurt me.” I eventually manage to breathe the confession after a few awkward moments of piercing silence have passed.

“I can’t do this now,” he objects immediately and moves to stand.

My grip tightens on his arm and I attempt to hold him in place. I’m no fool; he’s massive and can’t be stopped by me physically no matter what I do. He obeys my unspoken request, pausing. I know then, that deep down, he wants to hear me and that he does really care about what I have to say. “Well, that’s too bad, Tristan. It’s either now or never,” I proclaim with false bravado.

The words surprisingly work, and he sits back in place, leaning back into the couch. “By all means, then, please enlighten me.”

He’s been acting carelessly all day like Cole usually does, but he can’t hide his true, refined personality. I’d hated it about him when we’d first met, but now I love the polished feel of him. He’s always so put together, his words well thought out and meaningful. He’s not someone who ever speaks just to hear his own voice. He’s sure of himself and extremely confident. It took some getting used to, but now I find it an exceedingly sexy part of him. Not only in his words and mannerisms, but it’s also in the way he dresses and how he carries himself in those fine threads. Everything about him screams, wealthy, spoiled playboy, and I love it.

“You hurt me.” I start off by repeating my earlier confession, not knowing exactly what to say to him. There aren’t strong enough words to describe how he and his brothers made me feel when I learned of their deceitfulness.

Tristan’s brow rises. “Clearly.” He’s always so damn smug, even when I want to have a meaningful conversation.

“Look, I’m not good at this. Growing  up in my family, we never talked about things that bothered us.”

“I have a feeling that’s how most families are, darling.”

Nodding, I agree. “Right, but you had your brothers growing up to teach you to work through things. I-I didn’t have anyone around to care enough to do those things for me or to even try. I don’t know how to open myself up to you enough without getting crushed all over again.”

“It wasn’t right, what we did, Kresley. We fucked up. In my defense, I was up-front with you once you found out about our plan.”

“Yeah, but then you also keep up the pretense of marrying me. Why? What’s the point of dragging it all out?” My voice grows in volume. “Did you enjoy screwing with me that much? You liked knowing you were ripping me apart inside and had that much control over another human? You just couldn’t stop yourself, huh?”

He scoffs. “Please. You’ve been doing your fair share of ripping us up since you moved in here. We’ve been walking on fucking eggshells, doing whatever we can not to piss you off or step on your toes, so you bolt again. You think it’s fun living like that? We constantly worry that we’ll push you away for good.”

My anger surfaces at his audacity to compare the bratty tantrums I’ve thrown lately to their devious, well-thought-out, devastating plan they’d had for me in place from the very start. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I stand up with a flourish and scream. He follows me up quickly. Getting to his feet, he towers over me, his body seemingly bigger than before. How do guys do that? Bulk up into monster size when they’re pissed?

I yell, “Screw you, entitled bastard!”

“That’s it! Finally!” he roars back. “Tell me how you really feel so I’ll stop tearing myself apart inside for what I did to you! Make me not care anymore!” he shouts and my cheeks redden, heat overtaking my frame. I want to put my hands around his throat and squeeze all while tearing his clothes off. It’s infuriating how turned on and furious he makes me all at once.

“You’re aching inside? Really?” I mock. “You know how I felt? I wanted to fucking die, Tristan!” I scream, and my traitorous tears overflow, spilling down my cheeks. My adrenaline spikes with my emotions going haywire. “I literally tried to jump off the balcony that day Brent brought me into the office! Have I wounded you so badly that you’ve tried to kill yourself?” I ask. “No, I haven’t, so fuck right off with your so-called guilt!”

He leans in, glaring as he brings his lips to mine, and he whispers, “I may not have tried to jump, but knowing you did...it fucking broke me. I died inside knowing that I pushed the woman I love so fucking far she’d rather die than fight me.” He swallows, his eyes growing wet before he turns away, and his words slap me in my heart. “Don’t ever stop fighting me,” he pleads.

“Oh Tristan,” I sigh and reach across to cup his cheek. His tortured gaze meets mine as I turn him to face me. “How could I be so blind?” I ask, and the moisture in his gaze falls—the  tears a silent homage to the vulnerability he’s offered me. There was never a time I thought I’d see the strong man before me like this. I believed him deceiving me was the worst I could ever possibly feel. I was wrong. It’s nothing compared to witnessing him like this, pained inside and out.

“You love me?” I ask.

He affirms with a quick, eager nod.

Licking my lips, I jerk his body to mine. Tristan watches my mouth until he can no longer hold back, his lips meeting mine. It’s been too long since I’ve tasted his tongue. I’ve missed him and his powerful, selfish kisses. Day after day, I’ve yearned for their touches that I’d grown used to having.

Tris pulls back a mere breath away from me, just enough to speak. He acknowledges with his voice full of desire, “You thought it was all fake, but I’ve wanted you from the instant I saw you. I’ve loved you from the first time your bossy little ass stood up to me. You’re so fucking perfect; it drives me crazy.”

My lips lift into a smile, ready to gratefully argue with his words, but then he’s back to kissing me. My hands move to his neatly styled hair, yanking and plucking as his tongue caresses mine. He moves, his bulky frame pushing me to lie against the seat cushions. He follows until he’s positioned himself over me across the couch. Tristan’s hands move from my shoulders down over my back. He skirts along my sides to my hips and then finally squeezes my thighs. His palms are like a flame, setting me ablaze in their wake.

“I want you,” I admit. “Badly.”

“I want you, too, sugarplum.” He adjusts between my thighs, grinding his hardness against my core. His groan clashes with my moan and his hands move, cupping my breasts through the skintight minidress Sam had me wear tonight. It’s all white and sparkles—made entirely of white sequins. She was trying to prove a point dressing me up in it tonight. She wanted me to project hot but also future trophy wife material. I thought she wanted virginal, but once I slipped the dress over my head, it fits like a glove. I’d say her pick has done it’s jobs when it comes to the quads.

“Fuck, you feel good,” he confesses.

His mouth strays from mine, his day-old scruff leaving behind a tingle. The slight burn’s a reminder of where his lips have been and brought me pleasure. He rains kisses along my jaw, down the sensitive flesh of my throat and pauses at my breast. Glancing up, his starved gaze meets mine, “May I?” he asks, his fingers brushing over the swell of my breasts.

I give him a quick, jolted nod, and he’s pulling the expensive stretchy material to expose my push-up bra. My boobs may be somewhat perky, but a decent push-up works wonders in the cleavage department, especially since I’m nonsurgically enhanced. He growls at the nude lacy contraption he’s sent me from France, before planting wet kisses along my bra line. He sucks on the generous tops of the round globes, leaving purplish marks in his wake. It feels amazing, his mouth making my heart race with each new caress.

“More,” I moan, as my hands move to his wide shoulders and squeeze. I want him to touch me everywhere.

“With pleasure,” he promises against my flesh and pulls the bra down under my breasts. My nipples stand hard, the peeks begging for his attention next. His tongue laves at the buds, the intensity making me squirm underneath him. He nibbles, and I gasp as my core throbs for something to fill it.

“Tristan!” God, we should’ve done this a long time ago. His pelvis pushes into me, his thickness scraping over my needy bud. “Oh, yes!” I breathe, and he does it again, rotating his hips. It’s not enough; I don’t want him to stop. Lifting my hips upward, my body seeks his and his tantalizing pressure.

Groaning, Tristan moves his hips. He drives his hardness into me again and again, his mouth never straying from my breasts. “You’re absolutely divine…Jesus,” he manages to get out while switching to torment my other breast with his love bites.

“D-don’t stop,” I order, as my core ascends to meet his length and he grinds against me. The wet apex of my thighs seeks him out even after he’s pulled back a bit. My legs move, wrapping around his waist and my dress rides up to my waist. Tristan’s hands land on my hips, his thumbs rubbing over my hip bones as I gyrate against him.

“Fuck,” he hisses. “I’m going to come in my pants if you don’t calm down Kresley.”

“Good,” I cry as spasms wrack my core. My body trembles as I cling to him, an orgasm hitting me. “Oh yes, God, Tristan,” I moan. My eyes roll back as I momentarily lose myself and whimper through the onslaught of throbbing tingles. His hips rotate, then he’s rumbling out a deep groan against my breasts, his pleasure reaching its peak.

“Mon cher,” he mutters in calm relief as we remain tangled. Our limbs cling to the other while our bodies happily meld together. The ambiance is charged and has me wanting to peel our clothes off to take it even further.

“Make love to me, please,” I beg. He sits back, his irises full of passionate desire. His fingers move to the many buttons on his black shirt, the long strength in them has me wanting to feel them inside me.

“I’ll give you anything you want, Kresley,” he concurs, licking his lips in anticipation as he takes in my disheveled state. “You belong to us; I’ll do whatever it takes to make you love us again.”

“I-I never stopped, Tristan,” I disclose, and his expression softens a bit in tenderness before pent-up hunger takes over.

Our time’s cut short when Axel finds his way into the open doorway. “There you are!” he proclaims, seemingly winded. “I’ve been running all over this damned place looking for you guys.”

“What is it?” Tristan demands, his voice serious with concern, and I move to fix myself.

“It’s Cole. He’s back.”

“And?

“He won the race, but now their fighting.”

“Who’s fighting?” Tristan shouts, jumping to his feet. I’m quick to follow, shoving my dress down over my flared hips and stand, still a bit wobbly.

“Cole and Brent are throwing punches with some other guys in the driveway. A few of the racers are pissed he won; says it was rigged. I came looking for you as soon as the fists started flying.”

Tristan turns to me, fury overtaking him. “Go to your room, Kresley. Lock the door until we return.” He looks to Axel and orders, “Ax, let’s take care of this. I want you to call security on our way.” They take off in a brisk pace without a backward glance.

“Like hell,” I mutter to myself and take off in a sprint to catch up with the headstrong guys. I’m the one who got Cole to take that race for Tristan. There’s no way I’m going to stand by while he could possibly get hurt. I’m not exactly sure of how I can help, but I’ll figure something out if they need me to.

We make it out of the mansion after what feels like takes forever and down to the wide driveway. Tristan’s and my mouth both fall open at the site that greets us. It’s like a group-sized brawl happening out here. There are people fighting everywhere, and right in the middle of it all is Cole and Brent. Scanning the crowd, I find Brandon tossing random guys back into the crowd to help out my boys. Sam’s in the mix, a chick behind her yanking her shiny curtain of dark locks while another claws at her face. The guys have no idea I followed them, so while they storm into the fray, I head for my best friend. I’m no fighter, by any means. I firmly believe in hugs, but I’ll be damned if I allow anyone important to me to get hurt.

I holler a war cry and take off running toward the fray. “Ahhh!” I leap onto the back of the girl yanking Sam’s hair. I don’t know where the bout of courage boils up from, but I take it and use it to my advantage.

“Bitch!” the chick screams and falls to the ground from my added pressure and the surprise of my attack. Leaping up, next I go for the other one clawing at my bestie’s face. One benefit of being somewhat tall compared to other girls is I can reach over Sam’s shoulder and smack at her assailant’s face. The girl’s arms flail in defense and Sam lays a decent punch to her nose. After my surprise smack, Sam’s gotten this one under control. Backing out of her way, I scan the bodies for the quads.

Brent and Tristan pound through boys like it’s their purpose in life, and pride swells in my chest at watching them kick some butt. My gaze falls to Cole and Axel as they struggle a bit with their opponents. They can clearly hold their own, but when the antagonists pair up to take on my slimmer guys, they start to falter a bit. There’s no way I can sit idly by while they’re thrown into this free-for-all.

Winding and throwing random elbows, I manage to jostle my way around people. Once I get closer, I start shoving the guys teaming up together on Cole and Axel. It’s enough to startle their flow up a bit, and they turn around to fling insults at me. Their ugly words ignite my guy’s tempers further, and next thing I know, it’s like their batteries have suddenly been recharged. They gain the upper hand, and I feel like I can breathe again. I don’t like witnessing them fight at all, but they’re boys, and this is just something they do.

A big brute charges for Brent’s back and I see red. These challengers don’t fight fair, and they try to catch the quads at any disadvantage possible. It pisses me off more, knowing they’d hit the guys I love from behind and possibly cause serious damage. Letting out another crazy woman battle cry, I launch onto the brute’s back. He yells, tossing and turning trying to throw me off, but I cling like a rabid monkey. His body’s too meaty to get a good grip on me from behind, so he ignores me riding his back to go for Brent again. Brute guy lands a hit to Brent’s right eye, and I scream in anguish at seeing my handsome brooding man’s head fly back with the impact. I don’t really know what to do, so I lean in and latch my teeth into the guy’s shoulder. Biting down, they sink into his flesh, and he yelps with pain.

“You bitch!” he roars, but it distracts him, which is exactly what I was shooting for.

Brent launches a harsh punch, the sound a powerful thwack. The force is powerful enough that the brute falls to the ground, knocked unconscious.

Brent comes for me immediately, his arms open, needing me safely enfolded in them. He helps me climb off the unmoving body and pulls me to him. He wraps his arms around my thighs and easily lifts me, closer. My legs automatically encircle his waist, and my arms surround his neck, clutching on. One of his hands holds my back tightly while the other cups the back of my head. “Sweetheart,” he sighs contentedly.

My big guy tucks his face in my hair, breathing me in. “You’re reckless, but so damn beautiful when you’re being a fierce kitten.”

“I don’t want any of you to get hurt.”

“Don’t make it a habit of jumping into danger; we got it.”

“Because I’m a female?” I get defensive, and he grumbles.

“No. Because we care about you and don’t want you injured either.” I can’t be upset over his concern, so I squeeze him a little tighter in understanding.

Brent steps around various bodies to get us out of the way as the de Lacharrieres’s private security team storms the area. They yank kids off the scrapping quads and tell the unwanted guests to leave the grounds immediately. I’ve never witnessed a fight of this magnitude. I rarely see any sort of beatdown, especially at Harvard Academy, but this was an all-out brawl. There was probably thirty or so fighting.

Clutching to his muscular frame, I stare vigilantly at the crowd for the others. Brent makes me feel safe and warm wrapped in his hold. Moments pass before all of us are standing together. Sam’s there, her hair a ratted mess. She’ll be absolutely appalled when she catches a glimpse of it. Tristan’s next to her, breathing heavy. He was tossing the smaller guys into the crowd like little rag dolls. I’ve seen him on the field many times before, and all I can say is those guys are lucky he was throwing them and not tackling them.

“Hey,” Brent acknowledges Brandon once we come face-to-face with the other big dude.

“Yeah?” Brandon briefly trails his eyes over me in Brent’s arms before looking away. Surprisingly, it doesn’t seem to bother him. I’m glad; I miss my friend being around.

“Thanks, man.”

Brandon waves him off. “It was nothing.”

“No, really,” Brent argues. “Most people wouldn’t jump in to defend my brothers and me like you did.”

Brandon shrugs. “You mean something to my best friend.” He nods at me, and I beam widely in return. Sam joins us, and I look her over, relieved she’s unscarred.

“Thanks, brat,” I say, and he snorts. “And who knew Sam was a ninja?” I giggle, and she bursts out laughing.

“Yeah, right! If anyone’s a ninja, it’s you!” she argues. Another giggle escapes me, and the guys join in laughing and agreeing with her.

“That was insane. Are you all okay? None of you are seriously injured?” I glance between each of them. It hurts my heart to think of them possibly injured.

“We’re fine.” Cole flashes an easygoing smile as they finish directing security and come to stand with us.

Cole’s lip’s split, and Brent’s eye is turning black already. Looking Axel over, his cheek’s red and his glasses are missing. I’m sure those are broken and lost. Licking my lips, I remember what Tristan and I were doing before all hell broke loose. He must be able to read my expression because his lips turn up, his regard fiery. His shirt’s hanging off of his bulk in a few spots, looking like he was attacked by a bear and not a bunch of heathen students. Thank God he’s only bleeding from his knuckles and nowhere else.

“If this happens often, you guys will be the death of me,” I joke, but they all turn serious, staring at me intently before I realize what I’ve said. Holding my hands up, I flash them a shaky smile and say, “Not what I meant. I’m fine, promise.”

Brent exhales, placing a kiss on the tip of my nose.

Axel pipes up. “It’s freezing out here. How about we all head in for a cup of coffee?”

The quads and my two best friends nod as I reply, “I think that’s the best thing you’ve said all night.”

He blushes, no doubt remembering how much of an ass he was earlier. I think it’s finally time I have a talk with all of them. Tonight was a wake-up call for me. There’s no way I can handle these games anymore, especially not long-term. No matter how much I try to push them away, I care too much. The quads owe me an apology, and I deserve to know how they really feel. I know Brent and Tristan love me now, but do Axel and Cole as well, or was it all just a game to them?
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The week progresses with no more drama, thankfully. Each day I grow closer to Brent, and his broodiness is still present. It’s become one of my favorite things about him. My confrontation with Tristan has unleashed so many pent-up emotions we’d both been suppressing. I’ve been on a roller coaster being around the two of them. They set my body on fire but also inflict so many conflicting thoughts. On the one hand, I want to lose myself in them—completely give in—but  I don’t think I can do that while things are still unresolved with Cole and Axel.

Whether I like it or not, making peace with each of them is long overdue. Especially if how I felt during the fight last week has anything to say about it. I couldn’t bear the thought of any of the quads getting hurt, so much so, that I ran and jumped into the middle of the brawl to help. The crazy thing is that I’d do it again in a heartbeat if the opportunity were to present itself.

I don’t think that speaking with Cole will be an issue. He’s normally fairly easygoing, and I have a feeling he’ll make it less taxing for me to forgive him.  It’s Axel that has me filled with trepidation. It’s kind of ironic that I hold back with him, considering he was the first of the quads that I gravitated toward. Axel’s betrayal has cut me the deepest. After all, he was the one who came up with the plan in the first place. I was too blind around him to see it, and my disregard bit me in the behind because of it. I thought he cared the most about me, but I tend to be foolish where these four are concerned regardless of which brother I’m dealing with.

“Hi, Kresley!” a few girls say as they pass, and I give them a soft smile without replying back. I haven’t been in the mood to deal with everyone at school and being on the proverbial pedestal they’ve put me on. I don’t care for so much attention.

“You okay?” Sam gazes at me worriedly. I’ve been quieter than usual today, and it hasn’t gone unnoticed by my best friend. The guys haven’t brought it up if they’ve noticed it, and I’m grateful. Some things are easier to talk about with your best friend than the guys you’ve fallen for.

With a shrug, I place my things in my locker and trade out my school supplies for my purse and jacket. I can’t wait until winter’s over, but up here, that could mean as late as June. Lord knows the groundhog never does his part in his predictions, not that I believe the ridiculous tradition or anything anyhow.

“Nice jacket, Kres,” a passing cheerleader comments on her way out. I smile and wave in return.

Turning to Sam, I release a sigh. “Brent and Tristan asked me to give Axel a ride home today,” I share, placing the thin strap of my Chanel crossbody purse over my head. It was a gift from one of the guys. I found it on my bed one morning, but no one will admit who it’s from.

“Why?”

Zipping up my jacket, I shake my head, at a loss for their reasoning. I turn the volume back up on my cell and say, “Don’t know. They said they have to take care of something. I was too focused on the part of being alone with Axel to think about asking what they’re up to.”

“And is it too late to ask them? Or find Cole to give him a ride?”

Nodding, I push through the back door leading out to the bleachers and sports fields. “Yeah, they took off last period. Ugh, this is going to be awkward. And Cole left with them too.”

“You and Axel need to talk it out, especially with Brent and Tristan finally opening up to you.” I’ve been keeping her somewhat up to date on my soap-opera-worthy life. I know she doesn’t like seeing me upset, but I think she thrives on the craziness of it all. I can’t blame her; I’d be the same way probably if the roles were reversed. They’re not though, and this sucks.

Pausing, my hands go to her wrists, lightly holding her in place. “But don’t you think it’s strange that I love them all? Isn’t it wrong or something? I should feel guilty, right?”

She swallows, glancing everywhere but at me. “Umm, what do you mean?”

“I told you how they broke my heart. Not just one of them, but all four.”

She nods. “Yep, those bastards didn’t just break it; they stomped on it and drove it straight into the ground. It had to be bad to make you contemplate suicide.”

Blanching, moisture pools in my eyes, and I groan, “Thanks for the reminder.”

“Oh, babe,” she winces and pulls me in for a hug. “I didn’t mean to say it so carelessly like that. I was only trying to stress the severity of their effect on you. I’m sorry.”

“I know, I’m being overly dramatic. My emotions are still slightly raw from not having Cole and Axel on the same page as the other two. I got used to the four of them consuming nearly every waking moment of my life, that the past few months have been utter hell for me. I want them back—all of them. I’m scared that Cole and Axel don’t want that though.”

She pulls away, saying adamantly, “You have the power to make it stop. You need to wake up girly and realize you hold all the power in the palm of your hands. If it’s making you this upset, then talk to them! I’ve been saying it for months, and I’m sticking to the same advice. There’s not a doubt in my mind that those guys are crazy for you.”

With a sniffle, I ask, “But what do I even say?”

She throws her hands up, hair flying out behind her as she tugs me alongside. “First of all, we get out of this godforsaken cold and away from this damn school. Then you come up with a good plan and get those guys right where you want them.”

“How about you come up with something for me, and I execute it?” I suggest, and she snorts.

“Okay fine. How about this...” she begins, and I take in every word she says.
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Axel clears his throat, side-eyeing me at my random suggestion. I think I caught him off guard by offering for us to do something that normal people do, like stopping for a drink. Ever since I found him in the library divulging his wicked plan to his grandfather, I’ve been less than friendly or accommodating about anything where the guys are concerned. “Hot chocolate?” he asks, and I offer him a friendly smile. We’re in my cherry red Porsche, and I’d just pulled into the drive-thru. I quickly give the attendant our order and then wait for the delicious hot concoctions to be handed over.

“I’ve been cold all day, thought it sounded good.”

He nods, his brow rising. “Yeah, really good.”

We get to the window, and I pay using Tristan’s credit card and the lady carefully hands me the large steaming Styrofoam cups. The yummy chocolatey scents fill my car, and my stomach rumbles loudly. I haven’t been able to eat much at lunch; it’s been a bit awkward with the argument going and the other students acting like I’m a princess or something comparable. After school, I’ve been practically starving and having the quads’ chef make grilled cheeses for me. Another employee leans out afterward and hands me the paper sack holding our chocolate croissants, and I thank them. Placing the drinks in the two cup holders, I hand the sack over to Axel and pull forward, pressing the button to raise my window back up.

When Sam initially suggested I get a coffee or something, I wasn’t sure if Axel and I mixed with hot beverages would be such a good idea. I don’t want to lose my temper and “accidentally” throw it at him or anything. When he sat down in the passenger seat, and I caught a glimpse at his healing split lip, it made me remember how helpless and upset I was inside at seeing the guys during their fight and knew we’d be safe with hot chocolate after all. I couldn’t stand it if my guys were injured, even if I was cut up into a million tiny shreds inside.

Rather than drive us home to the mansion, I take Sam’s advice and go for a drive instead. Turning off on the next exit, we head in the general area where Cole had taken me months before with our milk shakes. I can’t go nearly as far back in the country in my tiny sports car; I can barely drive it half the time as it is. Luckily we don’t have any new snow this week; it’s just colder than a set of polar bear’s balls. Axel watches the scenery pass without mentioning the detour.

We pull to a stop off the road at one of those little scenery spots the state has marked off and paved wider to park on the side of the road. There’s no one out here, and it makes it feel kind of romantic, just to relax here.

Axel’s sharp steel irises watch me curiously until I finally open up. “We need to talk.”

He sighs, the scruff on his jawline more pronounced than usual. He seems tired with dark bags under his smoky irises. I hate seeing him like this; he’s usually so upbeat when we’re alone together. “I’ve been avoiding you this week,” he admits, and I roll my eyes.

“I had no idea,” I come back sarcastically, and his cheeks tint.

“I-I don’t know how to do this.”

“Do what,” I probe. “Talk?”

“No. I don’t know how to deal with confrontation. My brother’s fight, sure, but they resolve it almost immediately.”

“And you never argue with them?” I ask, trying to think back and remember if I’ve ever seen them at odds with each other.

He shrugs, nudging the edge of his glasses up a millimeter onto their usual place. He needs to tighten the frames, though I’m sure he has much bigger things on his mind than something like that. “Of course, we disagree at times, but they rarely fight with me on anything. And especially not resolve it quickly; they don’t have any reason too.” He taps his fingers on his leg in an anxious habit. I’ve noticed him do it many times before when he’s working through some sort of problem or equation in his head. He did it the night I found out the truth.

“Can I see your glasses?” I ask and his brow wrinkles.

“My, uh, glasses? Yeah, sure, they’re new.” He takes them right off, handing them over.

Setting them carefully into my lap, I dig through the little cubby until I find a small square kit.

“What are you doing?” he asks and I hold a finger up as I find the tiny screwdriver and start to twist. He watches me for a few moments until I hand the shiny frames back over and put everything back where I had it. Placing the glasses on, his jaw drops, “You just tightened my glasses, didn’t you?”

I nod, quiet. I’m not sure if I was overstepping or not, but I’ve been watching him for half a year push them up just a touch. Biting my lip, I meet his shocked gaze. “Just wanted to help you,” I disclose.

His seat belt unclicks as we hold our stare, and then he’s kissing me. Our lips lock, his tongue seeking mine, and it’s like we were never apart. I missed this boy so much; it felt like I couldn’t breathe at times. White chocolate raspberry explodes across my taste buds as our kiss grows hungry. It’s the flavor he’d ordered, and I’d never cared for raspberry before, but it tastes amazing on him.

Pulling back enough to get a word in between us, he leans his forehead against mine. He winces at the loss as he softly admits, “I missed kissing you.”

“I missed it too,” I whisper in response.

I have a unique connection with each of these guys. With Axel, it wasn’t only a fast love, it was what felt like a true, meaningful friendship. I didn’t just want to be around him because I have this crazy crush on him, but because he could make me smile easily and think about things I’d never given a thought to otherwise. Like how feet look the same but different and how a synopsis in the brain works, and then there was the random tickle fight when I’d tease him. This isn’t just about reconnecting with him romantically; this is about resolving so much hurt and anger and getting our friendship back as well.

The kiss between us was still magic, but he has to know the reality of the situation as far as I’m concerned. “I don’t know if I can trust you again,” I admit and feel his lip tremble, grazing mine we’re still so close. “I want to, I really do, but you hurt me badly.”

His intelligent eyes slam closed, a pained sound escaping his throat. “If I could go back and change it, I would. I know there’s nothing I can say to offer you that piece of mind. There’s nothing I can do to make you believe me or trust me again either. That’s all up to your heart, whether you want to offer me trust and forgiveness or not. I wish I could fix it, but that’s not how any of it works. The truth is, I’ve avoided you. I can’t stand the thought of me disappointing you any more than I previously have. I don’t deserve you or to even be around you. You’re too good for me, and the reality is, you always have been.”

“It’s not about what we deserve, Axel. It’s about being honest and being able to trust one another.”

“Exactly, and I don’t know what I can say to possibly convey just how sorry I am for hurting you. I’ve been tearing myself apart inside for an answer, and I can’t figure out anything. I’ve never felt so hopeless or idiotic in my life. I was just plain stupid when it came to your well-being and feelings.”

“You’re the smartest person I know,” I murmur and he clenches his fists, meeting my eyes as we trade breaths. This right here is real and raw. We’re broken down to nothing but truth and feelings; there’s no more hiding.

“Love, I’m an idiot. I had you there in front of me, in my arms, and I screwed it all up. Every day I wake up, and you are the first thing I think of. Before, it’d be me wondering what you’d do that day to make me laugh or to fall a little more for you. Now, it’s me reflecting on how much I screwed up, about how much pain I’ve caused the only girl I’ve ever loved.”

Tears form, filling my eyes and fall over, wetting my cheeks at his sad admission. Somehow, it’s exactly what I needed to hear from him. Sniffling, I finally admit aloud to him, “I fell so hard for you. I love you and your brothers; I don’t know if you really get that. I don’t understand what’s wrong with me, how I could so carelessly fall in love with four guys at once, but somehow, it’s happened.” I’m not sure how exactly to bring this up to the other guys, but with Axel, I know he doesn’t look at things traditionally like most people. He may understand my twisted-up feelings better than anyone else.

His jaw flexes with emotion before he offers a kind, patient smile. “That’s exactly the way it’s supposed to be with us. I think we all knew deep down that we’re so close, it’d have to be one girl for us to share. We’ve never had the courage in the past to admit it to ourselves, and you’ve caught us off guard. None of us were expecting to find you when we had to pack up and move our whole lives here. I know one thing is for certain...”

“What?” I ask, leaning in and pressing my lips to his. I should be angry, throwing things at him and cussing, but I’ve missed his touch so badly, I want to feel his mouth to mine. Our lips tremble together, both of us releasing so much passion it exposes our vulnerability to the other. I can never get enough of his closeness, no matter how much I fight it, no matter how hurt by them I am.

He groans, pulling back again. Keeping his eyes closed, he promises, “I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to show you how much you mean to me, and that you can trust me. I’ll be loyal to you until I take my last breath or you direct otherwise. I may be young, and some people would think me dumb for saying such things, but it’s something I can feel all the way in my soul. You’re mine Kresley, and I am yours...if you’ll allow it.”

“Of course,” I breathe against his silky lips, peppering kisses over them and then his jaw. It’s what I’ve wanted him to say all along. “I’ve felt pulled to you from the start of our friendship too. I thought it was just me,” I admit.

His hands move to each side of my throat where he weaves his fingers in my loose hair. “Thank you, and it wasn’t only you,” Axel murmurs, voice deep and full of desire. I’ve never heard him like this. He’s flirted and kissed me, but now he’s serious and determined.

He moves to kiss me with crazed fervor, his mouth telling me everything he isn’t saying. Our lips lock, and his tongue sways with mine. It’s different, and yet, still I know it’s Axel—my Axel. It’s like a long-overdue meeting, an embrace from someone missed badly; it felt like a piece of my soul was gone—taken away with him.

His hand moves between us, unclicking my seat belt and then I’m scrambling over the middle. The car’s tiny, even for me. We’re scrunched into leather seats low to the ground, already close to one another. Somehow I end up on his lap, and he moves the seat as far back as it will go, all doing it without breaking our kiss.

Our hands are everywhere, thin frames entwined in each other, as closely as possible in this position with hot breaths steaming up the windows with the heat still pumping at full blast. Our body temperatures rise, and the car turns into our own sauna. With Axel’s touch, I can’t seem to possibly get enough from him. I want to be naked and filled by him; nothing sounds better at the moment.

His mouth leaves mine, and I want to protest straight away. However, he’s back on me in seconds, moving to my throat where he continues kissing me. His glasses go flying, and I pull away giggling at how crazy we’ve suddenly become. He takes one look at me and starts chuckling. The deep sound sends warm fuzzies and vibrations all over me. In the next blink, his hands are no longer caressing, but tickling my sides.

“Oh, God!” I cry, full-on giggling now. “No more tickling! St-stop!” I lose my breath from the kiss and then the laughing.

He’s so damn handsome like this. He’s smiling widely, his irises shining with love and happiness.  Could fixing his glasses and hot chocolate be all it took to be able to open up and talk to him? I can’t believe I was freaking out so badly over it earlier. This is Axel, and while he may have lied to me about his original intentions, he clearly didn’t hide his true self from me like I’d worried.

I was terrified that the lies meant I never really knew him at all, but that isn’t the case. He’s still the same; he just messed up. I fully believe in forgiveness. Now, I won’t tolerate him ever hurting me like this again, but I’m willing to give him another chance. It wouldn’t be true love if I just gave up on him so easily. I’m learning firsthand that love is messy.

“I love hearing that sound,” Axel croons against my chest, wearing a pleased grin.

“Wh-what sound?” I ask, catching my breath.

“You laughing loudly. There’s no sweeter sound...except maybe when you gasp or moan.”

My body flushes even more, content to be tangled up with him and enjoying his praise. With a soft sigh, I repeat myself from earlier, whispering the meaningful words, “I missed my Clark Kent.”

“I missed my Lois Lane,” he admits just as softly. “I’m going to take a page from their book and realize early on that I’m stronger, happier, and so much more as long as I have you by my side.”

My lip trembles a touch at his admission. “I love you, Axel.” I finally voice the words aloud and plant a heartfelt kiss on his cheek.

He pulls me tighter, if that’s even possible, his lips caressing over mine as he promises, “I love you…more than you’ll ever know, beautiful.” And then he’s kissing me again, and I’m drowning in his taste once more. Yet, it’ll never be enough.
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Taking a page from Sam’s idea with Axel, I hit the drive-thru. This time I wait until it’s nighttime and I pull on my fluffy pajama onesie. Grabbing a few brownie explosion milk shakes, I swing into the mansions’ driveway and demand for Cole to come out and get in the car like he did to me awhile back. I figure fair is fair where the demands are concerned, and besides, I want to have a relaxed setting, if possible, when we talk things over.

Each of my guys is completely different. Brent holds strong, so he has to have time to open up little by little. Tristan is all about appearances and extremely headstrong. It takes arguing and loyalty to get him to see you really care. Axel is the analytical one out of the bunch and tends to break things down. Surprisingly, all it took was showing my vulnerability to him, and he did the same in return. Cole is an entirely different ball of confusion. Boys can never do things the easy way like females and just cry and shout until we’ve said our piece. Guys have to be angry or ignore it, and in Cole’s case, he seems to be ignoring the entire issue at hand. I wish I could do that much as well, but I need my guys back. All of them.

Cole opens the door, sending in a rush of icy air as he slides his lithe body over the buttery rich leather. “I prefer to drive,” he announces, not closing his door. I get a chill and shiver. The car’s heater isn’t a match for the briskly Northern winter.

I already know his preferences, but I’m not giving in just yet. “Not tonight,” I argue, and he bristles a moment before finally closing the door. Almost immediately, the small space warms back up, and I release a tense breath. I was expecting him to fight me on it more.

He glances in my direction once he’s settled, raking his gaze over my snuggly outfit. “You had more than one of those?”

Flashing him a friendly smile, I say, “Brent ordered me a few.”

He snorts and mumbles, “Of course he did. Tristan’s the smart one.”

“What’s that? Why is Tristan smarter?” Pulling out of the driveway, I make a turn to follow the road a ways. There’s nothing out here; Mr. de Lacharriere bought a huge section of land. He and the quads enjoy their privacy. After being around their crazy lifestyle, I can’t say I blame them.

“Because he orders you sexy lingerie versus a full-on cover-up.”I snort, and a laugh bubbles up. “So that makes him smarter?”

He nods, fully convinced. “Yep.”

“I got you a shake,” I gesture to the two, oversized cups filling the holders in the middle.

He lazily reaches for it. “Thanks beba.”

“I uh...I thought we could talk.” Slowing the Porsche, we roll to a stop on the side of the road. There’s nothing out here but trees and frozen brush. With it being so late, I don’t want to go far from the house and risk being stranded in the cold.

“Mmm.” Cole sucks down a big gulp of the delicious treat. “Or we could do other things.” He shrugs.

“It’s been weird between us,” I begin, and his Carolina blue irises meet mine.

“You really want to do this, now, mon cher?”

I bite my lip and try again with the words I’d said to the other boys. “You hurt me.”

He nods. “Yeah, and I’ll own it. You know I care for you, though, mon cher.”

“I had hoped that much of it was true. I can’t help but feel like it could’ve all been a lie though. That maybe you were pretending about everything, even the kisses.”

His head falls back, blond hair resting on the head rest as he continues to stare at me. I almost feel stupid for bringing him out here like this, but I wanted to remind him of when he’d done the same. He’d cheered me up when I’d needed it. At the same time, he’d helped his brothers deceive me, and that knowledge wants to erase any of those good times unless I can hear him admit it wasn’t all fake.

“What do you want from me?” he demands suddenly, not beating around the bush. I shouldn’t be surprised; it’s not Cole’s style. He’s brash, especially when he wants something.

Taking a drink of my thick, chocolaty shake, I use the sugar to give me the guts I need to say my feelings aloud. “I need to know what was real between us and what part was a lie.”

“I can do that.” He nods, conceding easily enough at my request. “You’ve spoken to my podnas and overheard us in the library, so you get the gist of it. My role wasn’t that big in this, no matter what you may believe. My father doesn’t count on me much; I usually end up doing my own thing. With you, though, it was different for me...I saw you first, and for some reason, I knew from the second I saw your sweaty, messed-up hair that you weren’t what we were expecting. You wouldn’t be an easy mark or a quick bank.”

“I wasn’t? How did you expect me to be?”

He smirks, thinking who knows what. Reaching across, he tucks a stray lock behind my ear. My hair’s twisted into a messy topknot. I can never pull them off like other girls do. Mine ends up falling all over the place. “I wasn’t expecting you to be so fucking perfect, mon belle.”

I scoff in disagreement. “I’m far from perfect.”

“Non.” His Cajun French comes out as a raspy purr. The Southern boy charm makes my stomach flip, my heart sputtering. “You are. You just don’t see it like we do.”

“If you say so.”

He nods. “I was looking forward to tormenting an uppity bitch like the other chicks we’ve played around with in the past. Figured you’d be the typical spoiled daddy’s girl, but you surprised us all. You even have Axel wrapped around your little finger. Trust me, beba, it’s a hard feat to accomplish.”

A pleased feeling overtakes me, hearing him confess that they’re basically just as smitten with me as I was from the start. They’ve acknowledged their feelings individually, but when it comes from someone else, it seems a bit more real like I’m not dreaming this whole thing up. “Through this entire charade, have I managed to wrap you up as well?”

“More than you know,” he admits, running his palm over his face. “Enough so, that I stepped in and played a part of it. For the first time, I found myself wanting to help my podnas make you ours. If I tell you the truth, you may hate me even more, though.”

“I-I thought I knew the truth,” I stammer, worry clawing at my throat. My head tilts, waiting for him to reassure me that I’m distressed for nothing. Didn’t they already hurt me enough? What else could he possibly have left to say, besides to apologize for what he helped put me through?

“Non, beba, not all of it.”

I want to puke. This isn’t what I was expecting. What could I have missed? These guys have completely turned me inside out, and now I find out that there’s more. Swallowing, I silently beg my stomach to stop churning. I really don’t want to puke up the delicious shake I was just sucking down. I needed the sugar to give me a confidence boost, but it may have backfired.

Swallowing down the emotions, I sit straighter, attempting to be confident, as I say, “Tell me what I’m missing.”

“Fuck,” Cole curses. He grabs my hand, his long fingers swallowing mine up. He looks to his lap before pleading, “Just remember, it happened a while back before I knew how your father treated you. If I’d have known about his shitty temper, I’d have never put you in a position to catch his wrath.”

Exhaling a tense breath, my head falls to the seat as I try to figure out what he’s talking about. I still have no clue, and the anticipation is churning my insides.. “Just tell me...please. I deserve to know the truth.”

“I know, beba.” He watches me wearily. “You never deserved to be put through any of this. Uh, your car wasn’t vandalized.”

“What?” I whisper, my mind instantly remembering when the counselor brought me outside to see my ruined Jaguar. “I saw it with my own eyes.”

“I know. What I mean to say is that it wasn’t done by the girls that were giving you a hard time.”

My brow creases. “I don’t understand. How would you know that?”

“I damn well know what happened to it, because I was the one who did it. Why do you think no one ever found the video surveillance? I had Axel hack their security system and delete the parking lot recordings for an entire twenty-four hours, so it appeared as some sort of reset glitch.”

It feels like I have an elephant sitting on my chest as tears blur my sight. “Why did you hate me so much to destroy my car and carve those horrible words into it?”

“Mon cher, I never hated you, not ever, not even a little. I did it to shake you up. I couldn’t let you get too close to us. We were starting to develop real feelings for you, and that’s a red flag for my father. I thought messing with your emotions would help, and the Porsche would throw you off from the millions we were getting ready to bank.”

“So you did it all and blamed the girls at school, but I don’t understand why you helped me clean it all up, why you ordered me this car? Wouldn’t it upset your father more to know you ruined something just to end up spending money on me?”

His lips turn up a touch as his hand squeezes mine, reminding me that he’s been holding it this entire time. “He didn’t know about it. Actually, he doesn’t know everything we do to execute his bigger plans. He only cares that we achieve the end goal. That’s what I thought I was doing at the time.”

He exhales, raking his hand through his newly-trimmed hairstyle and continues. “It turns out that his end goal and mine weren’t the same. I jacked up your car, and then I felt like a monster knowing how upset you were going to be when you saw it. That’s when I called my buddy and had a car delivered for you. Had I known how abusive your father really is, I’d never have done it in the first place. I’ll never be able to forgive myself knowing I was part of your torment. You’ve had a rough enough time without me adding to the mix.”

The tears I’d been trying so vigilantly to hold back, finally fall. I hate that I always wear my emotions on my sleeve. I can’t change it, though; I’ve been like that my entire life. That’s one of the reasons why I always took to escaping to my room and why I love going to camp so much each summer. They’re the two places I’ve had a sense of normalcy.

“Shh.” He leans forward, his other hand moving to catch my messy tears. “I don’t like being the root of these. Please don’t cry, beba, I don’t want you hurting on account of me. Trust me, I’m not worth it.”

Sniffling, I chew on my bottom lip before arguing, “But you are to me. Can’t you see that?”

His gaze softens, his hand caressing my cheek. “I’m sorry. I am. I’d have lost it if your father had hurt you on account of me.”

Shaking my head, I sniff a few times, urging my tears to stop. “No, actually he was thrilled you jumped in to help. H-he thought it was Tristan that ordered the car though. If I’d have told him the truth, he’d have accused me of being a temptress and trying to sabotage the engagement.”

“You did the right thing letting him think that. If you’re not happy with this car, you can pick out the one you want, and I’ll have it delivered. I want you happy, and if I’d had more time before, I would’ve asked you.”

“The car isn’t the issue.” I don’t think he understands it’s just a thing and that means nothing to me. What matters is if he’s in love with me.

“Then tell me how I can fix things. You’ve been ignoring all of us since we got you in the house, and it’s not what we want. We didn’t bring you there to make you miserable; we did it so you’d be safe.”

Something clicks in me, his words moments ago and now his comment about my safety. “Wait a second, by my safety, do you mean from the girls that were giving me problems before, or is there a threat I don’t know about?”

“No, beba, from your father hurting you again.”

Swallowing, I hiccup and whisper a broken, “Wha-what did you just say?”

“We won’t let him touch you ever again.”

Mortification hits me like a truck. They know? Does Sam or Brandon? I mean, of course, they’re aware of my dad being hard on me, but how much do they know? Pulling away from his touch, I ask brokenly, “How much do you know?”

He groans, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Probably most of it.”

“No,” I say with a sigh. It’s like a wave of shock has swept me under, and the undercurrent is taking me further into the dark depths. This is my secret, and I didn’t want anyone finding out about it, bad enough that I’ve had to cover up the bruises and hide any other telling marks. I’ve kept my friends away from my house as much as possible in case my father decided to take his anger out on me or the rest of my family and embarrass us...but, now this.

Angrily, I burst out, “Why can’t you just stay out of my business? What happens in my home is none of your concern!”

“Bullshit!” Cole growls. It’s fiercer than my own anger. The sound is so unlike him and shocks me enough to quiet any other lingering comments I was going to make. “That’s where you’re mistaken; everything about you is our business. When you’re mad, sad, or fucking hurt...EVERY. SINGLE. THING. is our business. And don’t ever call that house your home, because it’s not!”

His words cut deep, my chest heaves as sobs break free. “How dare you!” I cry. “It’s all I have.”

“No, it’s not!” he bursts. “And it is my business, damn it. I love you, and I won’t sit by while the woman I love is treated like some trashy whore who can be abused and sold off to the highest bidder.”

My crying turns ugly, and I start to cough. I’m so upset I feel like I could throw up. This conversation turned far deeper than I’d anticipated. I never imagined we’d be digging all of these secrets up. I feel raw and exposed, and so low. Finally, I’m able to home in on the important thing he’s confessed. “You love me?”

He nods, the scowl prominent. It’s not so much rage in his intense features, but fear. “I won’t sit by while he hurts you. None of us will. We love you too much. You don’t belong trapped in that house with an abusive father and a neglectful mother who turns a blind eye. Your place is with us; your home is wherever we are.”

His hand scrubs his face as he finishes, “You have our hearts, beba, always. I’m sorry if you hate me now, but you were right, you deserve the whole truth. You deserve everything. Let us give it to you, please. If you’ll allow it, we’ll cherish you and treat you like the princess we know you are inside.”

Using the sleeve of my pajamas to wipe my face, I try to collect myself. “Cole?”

Exhaling, he meets my eyes, warily. “Yeah?”

“I love you, too, and I forgive you.” Everyone deserves another chance, and after hearing everything, Cole is no different. He screwed up, but he loves me. Love deserves a second chance, and so does he.

His jaw slackens, stunned. “Wait, you do?”

“Yes, now, please kiss me.”

“Your wish is my command, beba,” he murmurs, leaning in to plant his lips to mine. His hand shoots to my chest, and he yanks the material to get me closer. His words and promises make me smile. He was right about one thing, for sure; my home is with them. Finally, after craving a sense of belonging for so long, I’ve found it. I never imagined it’d be with four completely different guys, but I’ll happily take it.

Unbuckling my belt, I scramble over the center to sit in his lap just as I’d done with Axel. Cole’s strong arms wrap around my body, embracing me tightly in his warmth and security. I feel cherished and loved, and for once, I’m glad I got to talk about my secret with someone. It’s hard keeping something so big to yourself, and as long as he doesn’t judge me or shower me in pity, then I want to open up to him. Cole may have messed up in the past, but he continues to try and make it up to me.

His hands run over my back, winding in my hair to hold me in place. He kisses me like it’s our last or maybe our first—the  first since we confessed our love to each other.
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“So, what happens now?” Sam asks, being extremely nosey as usual. I wouldn’t trade her for the world even if she can’t mind her own business when it comes to me or anybody else.

I shrug, thinking of what to say as she follows me. Various people wave and greet us as we pass them, and we smile and return their hellos, being polite and friendly. We head to our shared math class, and I eventually admit, “I have no idea.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” she whispers as we take our seats next to one another, “I’m happy you all discussed it, I really am.”

I nod. I am too. Shit I’ve been miserable without my quads. “But...” I know she’s leaving the rest of her opinion off.

“But, doesn’t it feel weird, knowing they all love you and not just Tristan?”

“We shouldn’t be discussing this now or here.” I swear the bricks suck up secrets at the academy and then spill them out when it’s least convenient. My relationship with the guys is something I don’t want to be spread around, even though I know people have their own suspicions. I just got through the beginning part of a terrible year of being taunted and humiliated. I’m not ready to go back there so soon or ever. I especially don’t want it to start back up for my senior year either. I’m trying to enjoy this moment before it’s over.

“I know that,” she rolls her eyes, “But we are.”

“No, we’re not,” I argue, and for once I’m relieved our instructor comes in ready to teach immediately. I can avoid her question for this period at least, but I’m not sure how much longer I can hold her off.

Truthfully, I’m not sure how I’m supposed to feel—probably conflicted—but I don’t. I love all four of them as well, so I’m happy and relieved they feel the same way. A piece of me wouldn’t be whole if I was missing one of them. It sounds weird, but it’s the truth. We haven’t figured out how this relationship will work or what we’ll tell people, and that’s the scary part for me. Will I marry Tristan and have to end things with the rest of the guys at that point? They seemed okay with sharing me while they had their plan, but what about now, since things have changed? It’s confusing and overwhelming to try and figure anything out without speaking to the guys as well.

“Earth to Kresley,” she interrupts a while later, and my head flies up. I’d zoned out on my tablet after I wrote the problems down and filled them in.  I look at her then quickly glance around and notice we’re the only two left.

“Oops! Sorry about that.” I scramble  out of my seat, I grab my academy-issued tablet, stylus, and jacket.

“I said your name like five times. I was about to start shaking you.”

I apologize again with a grimace. “I was thinking about everything that’s been happening. It has me distracted.”

She stands, tossing her long dark locks over her shoulder. “No kidding. You need to get it figured out. You’re lucky it was me beside you and not one of the skanks who hated you at the beginning of the year. They’d have a field day seeing you be weird.”

“Gee, thanks. I’m not weird.”

“You kind of are sometimes.” She laughs, and I roll my eyes.

Brent’s waiting for me right outside the door. He immediately notices my red face, his gaze growing concerned. “You okay, sweetheart?”

Sam butts in. “She’s not. You four need to pull your heads out of your asses and quit messing her up inside.” With a parting hiss, she takes off in the opposite direction.

“Kresley?” he begins, and I shake my head.

“It’s not what you’re thinking. I’m okay. I promise.”

He nods, still worried.

“I wasn’t paying attention in math; I had too much on my mind,” I confess, and around the next corner, he yanks me into a closet. It’s dark, dusty, and smells like ammonia. “We’ll pass out if we stay in here.”

“You’re exaggerating,” he grumbles and pulls my body to his. He’s big, warm, and smells like a clean man. My nose burrows into his chest, inhaling. “Are you sniffing me?” he asks, amusement coating his deep rasp.

“Uh-huh,” I murmur, still smelling his intoxicating scent.

A silent chuckle shakes his massive chest until his nose tucks into the crook of my neck and then he’s the one inhaling me. “Mm, I missed you,” he declares, pressing kisses under my ear. Chills break out over my skin, my nipples tightening in my silky bra. It turns out that Tristan has a problem with ordering me lingerie. He won’t stop buying me ‘outfits’ he wants to eventually see me wear.

“It’s only been a few hours since I last kissed you.”

“Too long.”

“Agreed,” I concur, turning my face to press my lips to his scruffy jaw. He’s lazy when it comes to shaving, and he seems to constantly wear a five o’clock shadow of short-bearded scruff. It’s beyond sexy that he doesn’t care about being one hundred percent put together all the time. My hand climbs up his wide chest to rake over his jaw and cheek. I love feeling the soft scratch under my fingertips. “Kiss me, then,” I whisper, wanting him to take what he wants.

“With pleasure,” he growls, his fingers moving to my scalp. He winds my hair into his grip and tugs it. My head falls back, and then his mouth is on mine. He’s not soft or gentle; he’s demanding and needy. His tongue moves against mine, demanding I surrender to him.

I do so willingly, desire filling my core at his dominance. This was exactly what I was needing and missing. I’m growing far too used to being around at least one of the guys all the time that when I go even a few hours without one of them, I feel a little lost. Whimpers escape as wetness pools in my panties. I want him so badly and knowing our peers are right outside the door, that faculty could catch us at any moment has adrenaline pumping through me.

His answering rumble and arm winding down to grab onto my ass had my leg moving upward. I want even closer than we already are, and he obliges, tucking his palm under my butt to lift. Taking his cue, my legs wrap around his hips, my groin coming in contact with his hardness. He wants me just as badly as I’m craving him. Locking my ankles together, the movement has me flexing my hips and rubbing my core against him. I’m hot all over and so damn needy.

Brent moves, jostling me, and my hands fly up around his neck to hold on. His long legs only take two steps before my back collides with the closet wall. The space is small, but plenty of room for us to cling to each other like our lives depend on it.

Breathily, I stammer, “I-I need you.”

“Oh yeah?” he breathes. “Sorry, sweetheart, but our first time won’t be in a broom closet. I plan to spread out when I finally taste and fill you.”

My panty clad center rubs over his slacks again, and he groans. “Fuck! You feel good rubbing me like that. I can make you feel good, get you through the rest of the day.”

I eagerly agree, nodding. I want whatever he’ll give me. “Please.”

Brent’s hand snakes between our rubbing bodies, his fingers finding the elastic of my panties. Pushing the barrier to the side, the tip of his middle finger dives between my folds, caressing up and then down. “Yes!” I gasp, thankful for his touch. “More.”

“Like this?” he snarls, intense with desire. He sinks the digit into my opening. The thick bluntness is exactly what my body wants in the moment, and when he moves, pumping in and out my core clenches, throbbing with heady desire.

“God, yes!” Feelings explode through me, my heart pounding as he works me over, and my wetness increases.

“Shhh, someone will hear you...unless you want them to open the door and see me finger-fucking you? Is that it, Kresley? You want to be watched as you come all over my hand?”

Brent’s words are dirty and have me vibrating with the possibilities. My mind conjures the scene of not just anyone opening that door, but Tristan. He’d hear my voice and rip open the door. The light would spill in, illuminating his brother’s hand up my skirt and the bliss filling my face.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Getting caught? Maybe spanked as punishment,” Brent breathes heavily, and my heat clenches as he thrusts a second finger deep. Jesus, it feels so good. “You’re a bad girl, aren’t you? Letting me finger your tight pussy at school while everyone’s walking by, hearing your whimpers.”

“Oh, Brent,” I shudder as a bolt of bliss spikes through me. My orgasm is right on the cusp of spilling over. It has me on edge willing to be more reckless than I usually would be.

“That’s it, ride my fingers. I want to feel you come, sweetheart.”

“I’m so close,” I admit as my toes curl in my shiny academy-issued Mary Janes.

His thumb moves under the material, pushing my panties over more so his entire hand can cup me. His palm is warm and slick with my growing wetness. He uses the moisture to his advantage, the heel positioned over my clit and applying pressure while his two fingers stay buried deep. My core pulses, clenching around the digits as he teases and tempts my clit with pressure.

He’s panting as his mouth rains sultry kisses over my neck, nipping and nibbling over and over. He’s marking me up everywhere, sucking and rubbing his scruff against my flesh. My skin’s pink and sensitive, with small hickeys advertising he’s had his way with me. He sucks my lower lip between his as his free hand moves up to cup my breast. Brent squeezes and kneads the full mound sending me spinning over the edge.

My grip tightens as I hold tightly to his neck, feeling my orgasm vibrate through my entire body. “Yes, yes, yes,” I repeat, nearly incoherent as wave after wave of pleasure washes over me. It’s fast, intense, and supposed to be absolutely forbidden here and now.

“Oh my God, that was so...so good.” My forehead falls to his shoulder as his hands move, adjusting to hold me again. I’m too rattled from pleasure and need a moment to catch my breath and for my thoughts to catch back up.

He places a tender kiss on my forehead, “You’re so damn sexy, you know that?”

“So are you. I can’t believe that just happened.”

He chuckles, the sound making my heart feel full. “Well believe it; I certainly won’t ever forget it. As much as I’d enjoy we keep this up, we either have to get going or head back to the house. I’m not sure I can refrain from taking you for much longer.”

“So don’t wait,” I say while pressing my lips to his. He has perfect, full lips that I could easily kiss all day and never have enough.

“Soon,” Brent promises, placing me back on my own two feet. He holds me steady for a moment making sure I get my bearings, and I smile up, grateful. It’s too dark for him to see it, but when he nuzzles his nose against mine, I know he felt it. “My brothers will be so jealous.”

“You’ll tell them?” I ask, stunned at the prospect.

“Of course; we tell each other everything.”

“Oh, my God!” I hiss, and he laughs.

Cracking the door, he peeks out and grabs my hand. “Come on, you delinquent.”

Hastily, I try to fix my skirt before I’m yanked out into the hallway. My cheeks feel hot, and I’m sure I’m beet red after what just went down. I’m not sorry it happened, just that we had to stop. I’d have loved to keep going and even return the favor for him. I want to make him let go and feel good as well. I already think he’s insanely sexy. I can only imagine how good he looks when he’s coming.

“Kresley?” A deep voice says from behind me, and I freeze. Turning toward the voice, I come face-to-face with Axel. His brow shoots up as he looks between me, his brother, and the closet door.

“Hey, Axel.” I flash a guilty smile, and he grins.

“Having fun?” he asks, and I swallow, at a loss for words.

Brent rasps from behind. “She was. I made sure of it.”

If the ground would just open up and swallow me, that’d be great right about now.

“I’m glad,” he replies, and my eyes fly to his. He smiles widely and holds his elbow out, tucking my hand in the crook. Brent leans over to press a parting kiss to the top of my head before muttering his goodbye and heading in the opposite direction.

“You’re not upset?” I eventually ask, peaking up at him through my lashes. My stomach twists with worry. There’s no doubt I was doing some heavy making out by the tingle of my skin. Brent’s whiskers left behind a pink trace of evidence.

He shakes his head and meets my cautious stare. “No. I’m happy my brothers make you feel good.”

“It doesn’t make you...” I stall before he gestures for me to keep going. “Jealous?”

“Do you want me to be?” he questions and my nose scrunches as I shake my head.

“Not at all.”

“That’s a relief because I’m not. I know they can give you what I can’t, and vice versa.”

“So it doesn’t upset you when I’m with them, not even a little bit?”

“No. On the contrary, I’m glad they care about you so much.”

“You do?” I’m taken aback on his ease with the entire situation, but also bursting with joy inside. “Do you know how anyone else feels, by any chance?”

Axel chuckles, the sound instantly making me smile in return. “I’ll let you discuss it with them, but you don’t have to worry about me. I want you happy.”

Popping up on my tiptoes, I press a quick kiss to his cheek. It’ll look like a friendly kiss between best friends to everyone else, but Axel knows it means more than that. “I am,” I admit, feeling better than I have in a long time.

He comes to a stop before my fourth period classroom, offering me a goofy grin. “See you soon, Lois.”

He’s cute and charming, and I love it that no one knows how special that nickname is between us. “Later, Clark,” I reply with a cheesy wink and skip to my seat. I’m pretty much on cloud nine having spent a few minutes with both Brent and Axel. The seven minutes juniors and seniors get between classes certainly came in handy today, and I have a feeling it will work in the future as well. Brent seems to have woken up a wilder side in me today, and I can’t wait until we have a repeat performance.

Falling into my usual seat with a flourish, I’m smiling widely when Devon Monteith shoots me a malicious grin. She leans over and mock whispers, “Looks like you won’t be on your pedestal for long.”

My brow scrunches. “Excuse me?”

She lights up her phone like she’s been waiting for this moment all day. “Tristan has a side chick.”

My heart stutters, feeling like it may drop into my stomach at first glance. I won’t let Devon know it upsets me. That’s exactly what the hateful cow wants. Swallowing my usual kind attitude, I hold my hand up to her face and wiggle my fingers. The large diamond catches the sunlight beaming in through the windows and sparkles. “I’m still wearing this, so I’m not worried. Besides,” I replied flippantly, “pretty sure that’s one of your little minions. It was probably a setup.” The guys were right; I need to stand up for myself against the mean girl bully types like Devon.

“Ugh, you really are dumb,” she mutters and rolls her eyes before turning away.

Once her gaze is off me, I dab at the perspiration dotting my brow. Thankfully, she’s too self-centered to notice it. Sliding my phone out of my jacket, I pull up Instagram, and sure enough, multiple people have posted the same photo to their accounts, asking if Tristan is back on the market.

I won’t lie, it hurts seeing him like that with another girl, but for all I know, it could be an old photo. In this one, he’s standing against the building, his hair glinting in the sunlight. There’s a girl with her arms wrapped around him, pressing a kiss to the corner of his mouth. Tristan’s eyes are closed, and he doesn’t look like he’s not enjoying it. I can’t tell in the photo if he wanted the kiss or what happened exactly.

I know one thing, though. Tristan in this picture with the girl’s arms around him makes me want to puke. Before, I’d wanted him to choose anyone else but me to marry, but then everything else happened. He’s finally shared with me how he really feels about us, and now, this pops up. I’m trying not to jump to conclusions, but the more it festers, my worry increases. What if he is seeing someone on the side?

Do I have any right to be upset when I’m technically dating him and his three brothers? I’m a hypocrite because I only want him with me and no one else. It will kill me inside if he wants to date multiple people as well as me. When he confessed his love, I imagined I would be the only woman for him.

I know one thing’s for certain; I need to talk to him about it. Fingers crossed I don’t get answers I won’t like.
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Kresley sits at the lunch table and requests her usual order to the staff. My fiancée looks like she has a lot on her mind, and I have one good guess as to what it is. I was caught off guard earlier today when a girl came running up to me and wrapped her arms around me. She was able to plant a kiss on me, and I’d moved just in time for her to miss my lips. Usually, I’m on my guard and don’t allow anyone to get that close, but I’d just sneezed. It was all timed perfectly, and it’s absurd how it’s played out to look like I was cheating on my fiancée.

Not knowing how to broach the subject, I grab for her hand. She allows it, though hers sits limply in my palm. I’ve already caused her enough pain in the past; hurting her is the last thing I ever want to do again. Swallowing down my pride, I clear my throat and quietly suggest, “We should talk.”

Her lip trembles before she meets my worried gaze. She’s more upset than I’d thought. I bet Kresley’s been putting on a brave face in front of her peers while they’ve all been whispering about us. She’s so sweet and beautiful that the majority of the catty, gold digging women around here try to sink their claws in her every chance they get.

Bringing her knuckles to my lips, I press a kiss to her hand and stand, “Come on sugar plum. I have some explaining to do.”

She nods silently and stands, allowing me to lead her out into the hallway and away from prying eyes. Not wanting to be overheard, I keep walking until we hit the parking lot and eventually make it to Cole’s oversized Escalade.

I open the passenger door and nod to it. “I’ll turn the heater on, and we’ll have more privacy in here.”

“Okay.” She steps onto the side step, and I help her in before rounding the vehicle and climbing behind the wheel. Cranking the engine, I blast the heat to warm the large SUV.

“You’re being really quiet. I was expecting shouting or something of the sort,” I confess, and she raises her brow, staring me down.

She’s definitely not going to make this easy on me, I’m not even guilty, and I’m feeling uncomfortable inside. I start driving toward the mansion to give my hands something to do. I put off a very confident persona, but I do get nervous—a lot. I’ve gotten good at hiding my feelings over the years, but you have to when you’re always thrust into the spotlight. My brothers are rarely in it. Brent’s too broody and angry, Cole doesn’t care what he says, and Axel will bore them to death with his overactive brain. My father says I’m confident and charismatic enough to work the crowd like he does, so that’s the role I fill in our family. I hate being in the public spotlight, but it is what it is; we all have our parts to play.

“Should I be?” she inquires, “yelling or angry? Do I have a reason to be upset?”

I sigh, shaking my head and make the turn off onto the road that leads to the mansion. “Of course not, and believe it or not, I can explain what happened if it would help.”

“I think that’s a good place to start. I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but I’ve seen girls hanging off of you before.”

My mouth turns down into a deeper frown. “Yeah, but that was before us.”

“You mean before the plan,” she fills in harshly, and I wince.

“You’re getting off track; this has nothing to do with that.”

“It doesn’t? Are you sure?”

“Damn it, Kresley, yes I’m sure. And back then, you hated me. You didn’t want anything to do with me,” I point out.

“So, it’s my fault then?”

“No! Fuck! This is getting so far off. I didn’t bring you on a drive so we could argue over stuff that happened seven or so months ago.” The vehicle comes to a stop, and I place it into park as she hops out with a huff, slamming the door behind her.

I wasn’t planning for us to get out, but it appears we are. She hightails it inside, and I move at a much slower pace, allowing her a minute to cool off. Once I make it inside, I find the maid standing by the door rather than Kresley. “Did you see her?” I ask.

She nods. “Yes sir, she ran up the stairs. Is she feeling well? I could make her some tea and bring it up? I noticed she was crying.”

I shake my head, groaning. “No, thanks. I just need to speak with her.”

“Please let me know if I can get you two anything.”

“Thank you,” I repeat and take the stairs two at a time. I wanted her to cool off, not cry and get more worked up. I hit the landing and jog to our shared wing, calling her name. “Kres? Darling, we need to talk.” Her door’s closed so I pause, “Can I come in, please? We need to discuss this. I didn’t pull you from lunch for us to fight.”

“Fine, come in,” she answers.

Opening the door, I discover her in the middle of the California king bed. Her gorgeous face is stained with tears that she furiously wipes away with a bathroom towel.

“The picture wasn’t real,” I state immediately, wanting to put a stop to her tears. “I was outside, Brent is usually with me, but he’d ducked out of class early. I was leaving the gym and on my way inside when I was interrupted by a group of girls. They were asking me questions, and I had turned my face because I sneezed. I was about to sneeze again when I felt arms surrounding me. I backed away just in time for the chick to miss my lips. When I realized what had happened, I told her if she touched me again I’d file a lawsuit for sexual harassment and informed them all that I have a beautiful fiancée, and they shouldn’t be so quick to hurt her.”

She sniffles. “You did?”

I nod, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Of course, I would never cheat on you. I told you how I feel about you already.”

“I know you did, but when Devon showed me that picture, I couldn’t stop thinking that maybe you wanted to see multiple people since I’m close with your brothers.”

“Devon Monteith?” I question, as my brows turn in.

She nods. “Yeah.”

“She was with the group this morning. I bet she’s the one who uploaded that photo first. What a deceiving bitch! I’ll ask Axel to do something about this, maybe get her transferred or have her car towed in front of everyone.”

Kresley cracks a smile. “I like the car idea.”

“Consider it done,” I promise but it doesn’t stop the worry playing across her face. “What else is bothering you? Talk to me, sugar plum.”

With a hiccup she asks, “S-so do you want to date more than one person? I have you and your brothers. Does that mean you want more than me? Am I enough for you?”

With a huff, I knee walk to her sitting in the middle of the bed and fall onto the mattress beside her. Wrapping my arms around her, I tuck her body into my chest and say, “Of course not. I only want you.”

“You do?” she breathes, relief evident in her voice, and I nod, placing a tender kiss on her temple.

“Of course. I told you already, I’m in love with you. I meant what I said to you the night of the race.”

“I-I know that, but doesn’t it bother you that I’m with your brothers as well as you?”

Exhaling, I admit, “I would love to have you all to myself, but I’m not stupid. I know that won’t happen, and I’d rather have as much of you as I can, versus nothing.”

“Why wouldn’t it happen?”

She tilts her head back, meeting my gaze. Not being able to hold back from touching her, my fingertip moves to trace her jawline. She’s so beautiful it makes my chest ache at times. “Because I’m not blind. I see how you look at them and how they look at you in return.”

“How do they look at me?” she asks innocently, and I offer a sad smile. It’s only because I wish she was all mine...but like I already told her, I’ll take whatever I can get from her.

“The same way I do—like you’re the most beautiful woman in the room...like a man in love.”

She blushes, her irises lighting up at my confession. “I love you, too, Tristan,” she admits softly.

I push her backward, and she lies against the mattress. “I want you so badly, Kresley.”

“I want you too,” she breathes, and I climb over her, bracing my big frame over hers, so I don’t squish her underneath me. She perks up, resting against her elbows to get closer, and I nudge her nose a few times until she falls back again.

My legs move between hers, spreading her thighs wide enough to cradle my hips. Lightly, I rest the weight of my hips against hers; the placement instantly has me growing hard against the apex of her thighs. Her core is soft and hot. I can feel it through her panties and my slacks. Knowing her skirt’s hiked up and there are only her thin panties hiding her core from me makes sweat dot across the back of my neck. I want to rip the scrap of material to the side and plunge my length deep inside.

Groaning, my nose nuzzles into the crook of her neck, peppering kisses along the sensitive flesh. She smells absolutely divine. Her scent drives me crazy, making me crave her even more.

“What is it?” she asks, running fingers through my hair. She rests her other hand on my flexed bicep and squeezes.

My hips flex on their own accord, the move feels so damn good that I pant out a few quick, unsteady breaths. “We should head back to school. We’re alone and on a bed. I’m not sure I’ll be able to stop myself if we don’t pump the brakes and put an end to this soon.”

With my confession, her legs move to wrap around my hips. She locks her ankles over my ass, holding me to her. The closeness has my cock nestled right up against her center. Her chest heaves, her breasts rubbing deliciously over my shirt covered pecs. If only we could lose these clothes, I’d be lined up to her perfectly to feel her everywhere. Cursing, I silently try to recite the most powerful banks in the country to get my libido to calm down, but Kresley’s not having it.

She squirms underneath me, rubbing herself against me. “Kres, sugar plum...I’m going to fuck you, baby, if you don’t stop that. I can only take so much.”

“Please?” she whimpers, and I blink, sure I heard her wrong.

“W-what did you just say?”

“I said, please. Do you want me to beg for it? You were determined to put this ring on my finger and keep me, well, now I want you to make me yours, Tristan.”

Swallowing, I move my head back enough to meet her desire-filled, heated gaze, “You’re sure about this? I want you one hundred percent sure, no regrets later or tomorrow.”

“I’m completely sure. You’re going to be my husband someday, and besides that, I love you. I want this Tristan. I want you.

“I’m already yours,” I whisper, grazing my lips over hers before relaxing my mouth against hers and coaxing a kiss. My tongue tangles with hers, longing and need overtaking any rational thoughts, and my hips tilt, grinding my hardness against her soft center. I can’t wait to sink inside and hear her call out my name. I want to make her come again and again, never wanting to leave this room.

“Please Tristan, hurry,” she breaks away to beg. I’m a sucker for begging; the sense of control it fills me with is an aphrodisiac. Brent and I both lean toward dominant personalities, and that spills into our personal love lives as well.

“How bad do you want it?” I ask, my hand making its way over her academy-issued top, undoing each button as I go. Once they’re all unfastened, I part the shirt exposing the lacy sky-blue bra set I’d bought for her. She has drawer after drawer full of sexy undergarments and sleep lingerie I can’t seem to stop ordering for her. Seeing her now, wearing one of them, confirms it’s completely worth it too.

“So, so bad,” she sighs as I move to kiss and nip over the exposed mounds. Her heavy, plentiful breasts are more than a handful each. She’s absolutely perfect.

“Damn,” I breathe, my eyes colliding with hers. “You’re stunning, I’m a lucky man.” My compliment makes her skin flush a delicious peach-pink tint, and it has me groaning, wanting to kiss every single inch. I think I will, if not today, then soon for sure. “I’ll never get enough of you,” I admit.

“Then you better hurry up and get started,” she giggles, and I move down, biting her belly. She’s curvy and perfect, her body full of softness as a woman is supposed to be. I’ve dated plenty of rail thin models, and none of them have turned me on as much as Kresley’s large breasts and thick thighs. She’s in shape from running, don’t get me wrong, but my girl has meat on her too. I’d love her regardless of size, but you won’t hear me complaining that she’s been blessed with a figure made for sin.

“Release your ankles, baby,” I murmur as I work her uniform skirt over her hips and she adjusts so I can get it off. The material goes flying over my shoulder as she shucks her shirt the rest of the way off. She’s left lying before me in her matching panty and bra set.  “Jesus,” I sigh, growing harder than I’ve ever felt before. My cock feels like it may burst at the sight of her. “Are you on birth control?”

Kres nods, biting her plump lip.

“Thank fuck. I want to feel you without a barrier.”

Her brow shoots up, “Are you sure that’s a good idea? We haven’t been to the doctors yet to get tested.”

I know she’s a good girl and not the type to sleep around. I trust she’d never put me in the position to give me anything. “I love you; I trust you,” I reassure her. “And I’ll never hurt you again. Do you trust me too?” I ask, praying she does. Not only so I can have sex with her raw, but because it’s important that my future wife has faith in me.

She swallows and admits, “After everything that’s happened...I do trust you. I’m surprised, but it’s the truth.”

“I’m glad, and I mean it…you have my loyalty.”

“I know, Tristan. Now make love to me.”

Flashing an eager smile, I lean down, breathing her in through her panties. It makes her giggle and squirm, and God, do I love the sound of her happy. My hands move up, over her stomach to her breasts again and find the clasp in the middle of her bra. A smooth flick and it’s released, falling to the sides, baring her silver-dollar-sized nipples. My mouth salivates at the sight of the stiff peaks, and in the next blink, my mouth is covering them, moving between the two to suck and lick my fill. “Mm, you taste good and smell good. I want you so badly.”

Her hands move around my exploring face and fingers to quickly unlatch the many buttons on my uniform shirt, before demanding I take it off. Grinning, I do as she says, tossing it to join her skirt. Her warm palms move over my sculpted chest and abs. They’re not as rigged as my older brother’s, but I’m pretty proud of my body regardless.

Her eyes widen as she takes me in, mumbling random compliments about each new muscle she touches. It only makes me want to get in even better shape for her. I don’t care about it for football or the modeling photos I’ve done. I want her to always look at me like she is right now. “God, Tristan, I knew you had to look hot with all the sports and everything. I’ve seen you on the field shirtless and stuff, but feeling you and being this close, is just wow. You’re so sculpted.”

Grinning like a fool, my mouth takes hers in another passionate kiss. The move has her lifting her hips to rub her heat against me. She feels amazing, but her little wiggles and touches are going to make me shoot off like it’s my first time, if she’s not careful. Sliding my hands down her ribs, my fingers catch in her panties, and I move to work them over her hips and down her legs. I don’t throw those though. Setting them off to the side so I can put them in my underwear drawer later, I lightly press her clit to distract her.

“Yes! I love that,” she gasps, and I chuckle. She’s so responsive, and that’s such a turn on for me.

Her hands move to push at my slacks, and I take the hint. Flicking the button, the zipper follows, and I’m shoving and twisting and kicking my slacks off and onto the floor. Her hands move around to grip my butt in my boxer briefs. She grabs and pulls me into her.

“Kresley,” I grunt. “Slow down, or I’m not going to last, and I’m not even in you yet.”

“Please, Tristan,” she pants. She smiles against my mouth and moves to kiss my neck, sucking hard enough to leave marks. That’s normally a no-go zone for me, but I want everyone to know she’s been all over me. I fucking love her, and every chick out there needs to know I belong to Kresley only. I don’t want my fiancée to have a doubt in her mind as to where my loyalty lies. I never want to witness again the uncertainty I saw in her today. Her fingers move to the elastic band around my waist,, and she works her small hands under the barrier. A growl leaves me as her hand shoots south, grazing along my length.

Breathing heavy, my head falls to the bed beside her as she eventually takes in my full size and fists my cock. I’m in heaven as her palm slides up and down, causing my vision to blur as sensations vibrate through my entire body. Drawing in a breath through my teeth, my hips shoot forward with each tug until I jerk back out of her reach, the elastic snapping against my abdomen.  “Enough,” I eventually hiss, shoving my underwear to my ankles and shaking them the rest of the way off.

My length springs free, pressing against her wetness. “Oh, wow!” Her eyes grow wide as she peers down between us and gets her first look at my full size. I won’t lie, hearing her reaction causes my chest to puff out a bit. I’ve been complimented on my size in the past, but none of that matters. The only thing I care about is if Kresley is pleased and I make her feel good.

“You ready for me?” I inquire with my fingers moving in front of my hardness to find her opening. She’s drenched, wetness sliding down her opening and onto the bed beneath her. “You’re soaked,” I comment and thrust a digit in her heat. She’s tight and eager.

Her hips gyrate, a whimper leaving her upon entry. She’s vibrating with need. I don’t know if I’ve ever turned someone on so much this quickly. Working a second finger into her, I move them in and out, scissoring my fingers to try and spread her open a little. I don’t want to hurt Kresley when I enter her. I only want to bring her pleasure.

“Yes, I need to feel you.” At her pleading, I can’t hold back any longer. I’m craving her just as badly as she is me.

Removing my fingers, I bring them to my mouth, sucking her juices from them. She tastes sweet like honeyed strawberries. “Mm, like dessert.”

She blushes, and I move my hips to line myself up. My cock eagerly seeks her entrance, and I thrust. She’s warm, wet, and tight—just the right combination. She claws at my shoulders, whimpering into my ear and driving me wild. I’ve been as careful and patient as I can be. I’m not known for delayed gratification which Kresley soon discovers as I draw her leg up and place it over my shoulder. I hit deep inside her, making her scream my name in pleasure.

“Louder,” I demand, plunging into her entrance again and again. She’s amazing all over—inside and out. Witnessing her so vulnerable like this and feeling her wrapped around me tightly, has me falling even deeper in love with her. I know we’re young and many would probably say too young, but I don’t care. If anything, we have plenty of time to learn and grow with each other. I certainly can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with her.

“Oh, Tristan! Don’t stop, I’m coming,” she shares as I feel her pulse around me tighter.

“Fuck!” My hands fist as I try to fight off my impending orgasm to wait for hers. The closer she gets, the tighter she squeezes me until my vision’s dotted with spots. “Come for me, sugar plum. I want you to come all over my big, fat cock, right now,” I growl and she lets out one last scream, nails digging into my shoulders. Her hips press against mine as she holds me to her, spasming around me. The sensations send me spiraling headfirst into my own intense orgasm. My cock throbs inside her, spasm after spasm shooting bursts of cum deep inside her soaked core. “So damn perfect, Kresley,” I manage to grit out as the last drops of cum drip free, and I’m once again fully coherent.

“You are…” she pants, and I flip us, so she’s lying across my chest with my weight off of her. “That was...intense.”

“For me too,” I agree, embracing her to me. I’m sweaty, but I don’t want to let her go just yet.

“Way better than going back to school.” She grins, and my chest rumbles with a chuckle.

“You didn’t eat though. Are you hungry?”

She shrugs. “Maybe a little, but I don’t want to get up yet.”

“Good, me either,” I yawn, my eyes drooping as fatigue hits me.

“I love you, Tristan,” she whispers drowsily.

“I love you too.” I pull her fluffy down comforter over us. Tucking it around our entwined bodies, we doze off into a warm, comfortable, sated sleep.
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I find Kresley and Tristan in her bed, sleeping. I’d peeked my head into her room, searching for her. I hadn’t seen either of them since they stormed out at lunch. I knew she was upset, and it looks like my brother was able to smooth things over. I had seen the incriminating photo of Tristan and that random girl right after I left Kresley with Axel. I figured she’d get upset over it, but it was clearly a setup. I knew it as soon as someone told me to check it out.

My brother may be a bossy asshole, but he’s not a cheating one. I swear, if I find out who took the photo and posted it, I’m going to get payback somehow. Axel’s smart; he’ll help me figure something out. The girls at the academy will learn the hard way, if necessary, not to mess with our woman. Kresley deserves none of the shit she’s had to deal with in life, and I’m going to do my best to make sure she never faces any of it alone again. I’ll be her strength, and when needed, she can lean on me.

Stripping out of the stuffy academy uniform, I flip the oversized shower on. Multiple jets begin spraying from all different directions, and I crank up the hot water to wash the day away. A shower’s exactly what I need now that I know Kres is here and safe. I’ve always worried about my brothers, but nowhere near as much as I do that girl. I tried to distance myself from her, but it wasn’t going to happen. I fell face first in love with her, and now I can’t see my future without her in it. I don’t care if she has to be Tristan’s wife for appearance purposes. As long as I get to have her in my life in private, I’ll manage. I’d rather have some of her, even if it has to be in secret, then to not have any of her.

Steam starts to fill and overtake the space, so I toss a towel over the glass barrier and step under the hot spray. It kneads my muscles and thaws out my chilled bones. Moving up north has screwed with my body. I’m always sore from something now, it seems.

“Brent?” A sweet voice calls and then again, but closer. “Brent? Oh, hey. Sorry, I can come back when you’re finished.”

Turning around, I face Kresley full on. “No, don’t go,” I growl at seeing her looking all sleepy and sexy. Her hair is mussed in every direction, and her skin glows. It looks like my brother made her feel pretty damn fine earlier. The thought of her naked and in a bed has my cock growing. Her gaze widens, and her jaw drops as she notices it. “Stay,” I manage to croak, throaty with longing.

“Are you sure?” she asks breathily, and I nod, never surer of anything in my life.

I gesture for her to come closer, and she obliges. “Join me.”

She swallows, glancing about the room. I’d guess she’s never showered with a guy before which makes me want her in here with me even more. Eagerly I take in her body as she peels the one layer between her and me off. Draping the robe over the hook beside the shower, she faces me fully. The woman is more breathtaking than I ever imagined, and I’ve had my fair share of fantasies of her.

“Is this what you want?” she whispers, gazing at me, unsure written all over her.

“I want you in here, with me,” I respond and open the glass door. A billow of steam escapes, and I hold my palm out to her. With a sweet smile, she places her much small hand in mine and allows me to lead her into the warmth with me. “Mm,” I grunt as she brushes against my thigh. My muscles are tense at the sight of her. I have all this pent-up need and energy when it comes to Kresley, especially after our little tryst in the closet at school earlier.

Her eyes widen as the water hits her, and she gasps. “You like it hot.”

“I do,” I hiss, yanking her back to my front. My arms surround her, molding her form to mine. Her hair’s off to one side, exposing her neck, and I take it as an invitation. Raining wet kisses over the soft curve, a hum of approval escapes me. She feels good in my embrace. “I missed you this afternoon. Did everything turn out okay when you left?”

She nods, and my worry relaxes. I won’t press her for details; they aren’t my business. As long as Kresley’s okay and content, that’s what matters to me. I know my brother wouldn’t cheat on her like that, especially with the strong feelings he’s confessed to having for our girl.

“I missed you too,” she admits and leans into my touch. Her skin’s kissed pink from the hot water, her full breasts aching for my touch.

“You’re absolutely divine, sweetheart. Can I have you?” I ask, wanting to be sure before I move ahead without open consent from the woman of my dreams. I don’t want to screw this up in any way, and if she’s not ready, I’ll pump the brakes. It might be weird for her since she was just with Tristan, and I don’t want her uncomfortable. The small detail that she was with him earlier doesn’t concern me; it’s not the first occasion I’ve shared with my brothers. This time just means more than any of the others in the past.

“I would love that, Brent, but Tristan and...”

“Shh, that’s between you two. This is between us, okay?”

My hands move over her silky skin before grabbing my body wash. Pouring some on my loofah, I lather it up nice and sudsy before smoothing it over Kresley’s skin. She’s still as a statue as I wash her limb by limb, erasing every trace of the day, coating her in one of my scents.

“That feels really good,” she admits, and my length throbs with desire for her.

Giving it a quick squeeze, I silently chant “soon” to my erection. My tongue trails behind the water, moving over each clean spot the wetness kisses the soap away. I want to taste her, all of her. She sighs my name, and the sound nearly unravels the small restraint I have left.

“You taste like everything I’ve always wanted,” I admit, and she giggles.

“You’re so sweet to me, Brent.” Kresley turns in my arms, her curvy nakedness pressing against my front. Meeting my desire-filled stare, she admits, “I thought you were grouchy for months, but it turns out you’re full of sweetness inside.” She beams a bright smile, and my lips pull up into a grin.

“You’re the one full of sweetness,” I rumble and fall to my knees. Her mouth falls open as her jaw drops at the sight of me before her. Breathing in, I can smell her feminine scent mixed with my soap filling the air. She wants me just as badly as I’m craving her. Leaning in, my nose meets the tender skin of her clit, making her shudder at the touch.

“Oh, Brent,” she breathes, and the sound has me pulsating with need. I want to pick her up and take her roughly against the shower wall, but there’s time for that. First, I want her juices on my tongue.

My hands move to spread her thighs, pushing her open for my mouth to explore. My tongue darts forward, swiping through her pale peach lips, coating my tongue in her essence. “Fuck,” I murmur into her mound. I’ve never had something so sweet before, and I can already tell that I’ll never have enough either. Not holding back, I go to town, smothering her with my lips, tongue, and saliva. She’s so damn wet, it’s like a slip and slide as I play with her.

“Y-you’re tongue,” she begins but gets cut off as I spear it inside her opening. Her legs shake, and my grip tightens, holding her up. “Oh!” She moans as my mouth moves up, and I suck her clit. My tongue moves softly over the sensitive bud, repeatedly making her tremble then nibbling lightly, repeating the routine.

“Oh, God!” Kresley cries louder than before. Her hands fly to my head, her fingers tugging at the short hair. “Yes,” she moans as she vibrates all over and quickly finds her release courtesy of my mouth.

Kissing my way back up her body, my hands remain on her thighs, moving to cup them from behind. Turning her, I take a step forward until her back is against the wall and then lift her. Panting, she wraps her legs around my waist. “I’m not too heavy?” she asks, and I snort.

“Of course not, sweetheart; you’ll never be too heavy for me.” I flex my biceps for good measure, and she groans at the hard muscles.

“Your body is insane, Brent. I’ve never seen anything like it,” she compliments, and I preen at her praise. I love knowing there’s never been anyone like me before and that she notices my differences from my younger brothers.

My mouth moves for her breasts, taking in the purple hickeys marring her perfect flesh. I’m sure others would be pissed, but it does the opposite to me for some reason. The sight of them has my mouth salivating to leave more of my own marks on her.

“So damn sexy, Kresley,” I murmur, taking a mound in my mouth. Drawing her nipples in between my lips, she wiggles and whimpers my name. Her sounds drive me on, making me want more. The undersides of her full breasts are unmarked, so I choose there to place my newest marks. Sucking, I rough up the tender skin, leaving purple circles behind. She’s mine. There’s no doubt in my mind that I’m keeping her, whether my brothers want her for forever or not. I know I do.

“More please,” she whines, and my mouth takes hers in a heated kiss. My length prods at the apex of her thighs, seeking her entrance. I want inside her something fierce.  My tongue swirls with hers, taunting and enticing. She makes my head spin when she gives herself so freely to my demanding kisses.

“How much more?” I growl as my length rubs through her soaked lips, ready to plunge.

“I want all of you,” she admits breathily, sex coating her voice. To witness her like this, so turned on because of me, has precum leaking from my tip.

“You’ve got me, sweetheart,” I promise against her mouth and drive forward. I take her in one powerful drive, relishing in her loud moan. I don’t think she was expecting me to enter her in one fell swoop, and it felt absolutely amazing.

Keeping up the same rhythm, I hold tightly to her thighs as I pull back and shoot forward repeatedly. With each thrust, she moans. She’s loud, her voice echoing off the bathroom walls. It may as well be a cheer, rooting me on, because that’s exactly what it does. In no time, I’m slamming into her. I can’t seem to go fast enough, hard enough, or deep enough, and boy do I try. She clutches to me though each thrust, whimpering and begging me not to stop. It’s music to my ears. I never want to leave her warm pot of honey.

Her body was made for mine, seemingly carved to fit me perfectly. I feel whole, like I’ve met my match, and I’m never letting go of her again. “You’re unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before, just fucking amazing,” I confess, and she lights up.

“I love you,” she whimpers into my ear as she leans forward, sucking on the lobe. The sensations mixed with the tender words have my body shuddering with an impending release. Knowing she feels the same way about me only spurs me closer to finding my release deep inside her.

“I love you too,” I return, resting my forehead to hers as I lovingly gaze into her eyes. “This is forever for me,” I rasp, and she cries out with an orgasm rocking through her core.

“Yes!” she moans, and I let go, knowing she’s come twice. “Forever,” she whispers and jets of hot cum spurt free, coating her womb. I’ll never let go/ I’ll never stop loving her fiercely. She’s got a warrior at her back with me. I feel sorry for whoever crosses her in the future, because she’s mine, and I take care of my family. She clenches me tightly to her, so I hold steady, not loosening my grip until she does hers.

Carefully, I set her on her feet, clutching her hips while she gains her footing. After a moment, she smiles lovingly at me and reaches for the loofa. Dumping an obnoxious amount of body wash in the fluffy poof, she goes to work, washing every inch of me. “Mm,” I mumble as she rubs circles over my back. It’s a soft, weird scratchy feeling, but it could out me to sleep if were lying down. “You good back there?” I ask, making sure I didn’t break her or anything.

“I’m great,” Kresley replies immediately, pleasure coating her voice. “I like washing you.”

“Me too.”

“How was the rest of your day?”

Shrugging my wide shoulders, I think over our time in the closet and then the noneventful boring afternoon. It would’ve been better if she was there, but I’m glad she had a chance to patch things over with Tristan. “It was fine, nothing special without you there,” I admit.

Pausing in her movements, she presses a soft kiss to my shoulder blade. “I love you, Brent. I hope you realize just how much you mean to me.”

Grinning widely at the spray, she can’t see me, but her words fill my chest. “I love you, too, sweetheart.” Forever, but I don’t say that just yet. It’s one thing to moan it during sex, another to proclaim your undying love to your girlfriend in the tender moment’s afterward. I’ll save it for the future. I’m not trying to scare her off just yet. I plan to keep her forever.
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The next few weeks fly by us, and the weather begins to change. It’s not as warm as we’re used to in March, but at least it’s not the steal-your-breath-away type of cold. I’m almost completely convinced that my balls will be frozen for the entire time we live in the north. Having Kresley living with us keeps us fairly warm, however. She’s always with one of us, wrapped in our arms. My brothers and I can’t seem to get enough of the girl.

Handing over a milk shake, she rewards me with a gleaming white smile. She doesn’t know it, but when she looks at me like that, she astounds me. I’ll buy her milk shakes forever if she keeps it up, hell, I’ll buy her anything she wants.

“We’ve done this multiple times now; always in our pajamas, picking up through the drive-thru. Pretty sure this has become our own tradition,” she says brightly.

“Oh yeah? If it’s tradition, then that means I have to lick it off of you each time, you know,” I respond wearing a grin. I’ll be more than happy to keep that part up.

Giggling, she rolls her eyes and says, “Or we could take turns, and I could lick it off you for once.” Her words have my pants growing tight, and that was not the plan with this trip. I was going to load her up on milk shakes and comfortable clothes then take her to a luxury car lot I discovered. I found a newer Aston Martin online that I wanted to test drive and maybe have delivered to the house, but now all I can think of is her licking me. We haven’t done anything like that so far; just heavy make-out sessions with me licking my milk shakes off her.

“If you add in that enticement, I’m going to have to start working out with my brothers.”

“Oh yeah? Why is that?” Kresley asks as I pull out of the parking lot and hit the main road, gaining speed.

“Because I’ll be taking you for shakes every day.”

She laughs and nods. “I could handle that.”

Groaning, my hand rakes over my face as I try to concentrate on the road. “Be careful what you wish for.”

“Are we going to our spot?”

I never intended for the secluded place where I first took her to become our designated make-out spot, but it’s quickly morphed into just that. The house is big enough that we get plenty of privacy, but this way, it’s only the two if us. “I was planning to go somewhere else, but we can head there first.”

“Ohhh, where were you taking me?”

With a shrug, I make the turn to head in the direction of our usual spot and say, “To look at a car.”

“But I love my Porsche.”

Flashing her a smile, I mutter, “That’s good, beba. I was lookin’ for myself.” Sending her a wink, I watch a blush steel over her cheeks.

“That sounded way too entitled, I just meant because of you offering before.”

“I know, and it’s fine. I want you to be spoiled.” And that’s the truth. Anything she wishes for, all she has to do is ask, and I’ll make sure she has it.

“You guys indulge me with attention and love; it’s more than I could’ve ever asked for,” she admits quietly.

“That’ll never stop, mon cher.” I may not be as upstanding and golden as my brothers, but I won’t steer her wrong, that’s for certain.

“Have you talked about things with your brothers,” she asks suddenly.

Swallowing, I crack my neck before shrugging. “Sure.”

“What does that mean, exactly?”

Tossing a glance her way, I pull the Escalade over, throwing the gear into park. “We talk about things, you included.”

“And it doesn’t upset you that I’m with them as well, that I’m still marrying Tristan?”

Shaking my head, my brow furrows. “No, of course not. That was the deal we made with you. Personally, I think you should let us bankrupt your father’s business, but we respect you for not wanting to put your mother and brother out on their asses, even with everything your father’s put you through.”

Her lip wobbles at the reminder of her father treating her so poorly. I know it upsets her badly to speak about him and what she’s gone through, so we’ve done our best not to bring it up. I never considered that she may have questions or whatever and actually want to discuss it. Reaching over, I lightly rub my thumb across to smooth the wobble from her mouth.

“Don’t be upset, beba. This drive was supposed to be a joyful one, yeah?”

“I’m happy, I promise. I just worry that I’ll end up losing one of you. It has to be hard, watching me with your brothers.”

“It’s not a walk in the park, but we all care for you. We shared our feelings with you, and that hasn’t changed.”

She releases a breath, letting the stress go along with it. “Okay, good.”

“Stop worrying about us, beba; that’s our job,” I retort with a smirk.

“I can’t help it. I love you, and I love them too. You guys are my family now.”

Nodding, I leave my seat, striding around the vehicle and opening her door. She glances at me, puzzled. “What are we doing?”

Holding my hand out, she places her palm in mine, and I say, “Come on. I have something set up for us.” I was saving it for another time but now seems just as good.

She hops out and follows me to the back of the SUV. Hitting the open button, the hatch rises to reveal a heated inflated mattress covered in about ten pillows and three fluffy blankets.

“You came prepared?” She smiles at me, and I chuckle.

“Something like that. As much as I enjoy having you on my lap in whatever car we may be in, I want us to be able to spread out some.” I help her climb into the back and hit the switch, so the heated blanket warms up. I tried to think of everything. I hate being cold, and I wanted mon cher to be comfortable if we left the back open to the elements.

“I never pegged you as a romantic, but I think you are. Cole de Lacharriere, the closet romantic,” she beams, and I snort.

“Only for you, beba,” I coo, and she eats it up as I hand over our drinks and climb in next to her. It’s not a giant bed in a heated house, but it’ll work for right now. I needed to get her all to myself, and this was the easiest way to do it. Sure, I could always reserve a hotel room or even lease an apartment, but Kresley would never be impressed by any of it/ If anything, it’d probably make her uncomfortable. This right here; this is us.

She leans back against the pillows, releasing a sigh.

“Comfortable, belle?”

“Very, thank you. But I could be better,” she shrugs, eyeing me.

“Yeah?”

She nods. “You could scoot closer so we can share body heat.”

Chuckling, I slide the six inches between us until our sides are flush. “You don’t have to ask me twice,” I murmur and set my shake in the back cup holder and lean in to kiss her lips. I run my hand through her pale lavender hair, loving the feel of the silky softness. It reminds me of her all over, soft and smelling good.

“Cole?”

“Yeah, mon cher?”

“I meant it about you being romantic, not in a teasing way. I think it’s really sweet you went to this much trouble so we could snuggle like this in our spot.”

“You don’t think it’s stupid? We’re in my Escalade; I could be spoiling you like my brothers at the house or taking you on a trip.” The trip idea has crossed my mind many times, but I know those needy bastards would expect to tag along, and I want her to myself on occasion. I don’t mind sharing her, but I don’t want that all the time.

“I like it that you don’t do the same things as them. You all are different, and I find that very appealing. It’s one of the things I love the most about you all.”

“Are you sure?” I haven’t cared much in the past, not even when it boils down to my father’s approval. When it comes to Kresley, however, I want her to be pleased with me for some reason.

“I’m certain and knowing you went to this much trouble to make sure we had something special, really means a lot to me.”

My lips spread into a wide, pleased smile. I’m completely gone when it comes to this girl. Reaching into my pocket, I pull my phone free and hit play on the playlist, so the Bluetooth plays over the speakers.

The song begins, and she scrunches her nose, meeting my gaze. “You’re listening to Gaga?”

My face heats as I admit, “I may have copied your playlist.” I never know if she cares for the music I listen to, so I figured the smartest thing to do would be to copy the music she runs too. Kresley laughs and I rub my hand over my face. “Figured you might like to listen to your favorites.” I shrug the embarrassment off. I’ve never gone to this extent for a chick, but she’s not just some random young woman I want to get naked and snort coke with. She means more to me than any other.

“I don’t actually like to listen to her; she’s just upbeat when I run.”

Exhaling, I close my eyes and mutter, “Well, shit.”

Placing her mouth to mine, I open my eyes as she says between kisses, “I like your music. Let’s listen to that, but you’ve made me feel pretty special that you wanted me to have my music on.”

I hit mute and yank Kresley’s hips until she lies down, and I lean over her. “Forget the music; I have other plans for you.”

“I really like the sound of that.”

Grabbing my shake, I push her shirt up. She doesn’t hesitate, just lets me do as I please. We’ve done the milk shake thing a few times now, so she’s well aware that I plan on licking it off her skin. I’m about to tip the cup when her hand flies up to stop it from pouring.

“Wait! I told you, if we’re doing this tradition, then it’s my turn.”

She wants to lick it off me? I love that idea a little too much, but it feels pretty damn selfish.

“Come on, Cole.” She leans up, and the shirt falls back in place. Then she’s grabbing the shake and pushing me to lie backward instead.

“Beba, if we do this, I need you to take your shirt off.”

“Oh? You need it?” she teases, and I grumble good-naturedly.

“Yes, or completely naked would be even better,” I confess and watch in awe as she begins peeling her pajamas off. “Just like that, Kresley, keep goin’ girl.” My Cajun accent comes out thicker as my pants become tighter and tighter with each creamy inch of skin she exposes.

“You’re becoming quite bossy...it must be a de Lacharriere family trait.”

“You have no idea, belle. Now, get that sexy ass naked, and let me touch you. I wanna make you feel good, yeah, mon cher?”

She watches me through her lashes as she wiggles her curvy hips free of the material and waits for my next instruction. My pants are so tight, I feel as if I may burst through my zipper. She’s mind-blowingly gorgeous when she gets impatient.

“Stop.” I halt her hand as she reaches for my comfy sweat pants. I don’t know what it is, but something’s telling me to stop and not rush this attraction between us. I rarely deny myself of anything, but Kresley means far too much to me to screw this up.

“Uh, w-what?” she stutters.

Pulling her hand to my lips, I graze a kiss against her knuckles. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but let’s wait.”

“I don’t understand,” she says and worries her bottom lip. She’s the cutest girl doing that shit, I swear.

“Look,” I confess, not sure if I should be divulging or not, but blow ahead regardless. “I know you’ve gone much further with my brothers, and that’s okay,” I reassure, before admitting, “Normally I’d be all for getting in your pants and taking what I want...but it’s not like that with you.”

“Oh, uh, it’s not?”

“No. Not for me, anyhow. Look Kresley, I really like you, love you, in fact. So, it just made me really think about things; this isn’t something quick and easy for me. I don’t want to treat you like you’re not something that’s far more special to me, because you are, beba. I want us to take our time exploring each other. You don’t plan on running off on me anytime soon, right?”

She shakes her head adamantly as she says, “Of course not. You know I love you, too, and want to be with you.”

“Good, I feel the same, mon belle. I wanna take it slow and unwrap you bit by bit, yeah? Savor you...”

Her mouth pulls up. “You’re sure about this? I won’t be upset at all if we go the entire way.”

“Yeah, but that’s what you’re expecting from me. For once in my life, I want to be better—for you. You make me want to be a good man, beba.”

“Cole, I don’t know how you’re not aware already, but I’m going to let you in on a secret, okay?” she says thoughtfully, so I nod, curious.

“All right...”

“You are already a good man. I’m proud to have you in my life. If you want to move slowly with our relationship, then I’m with you. Let’s take our time and savor each moment as you suggested.”

“Gonna confess something to you, mon cher, but don’t get upset.”

Her brows rise as she waits for me to continue, and my heart beats rapidly in my chest. I know the weight of my words could ruin things for me, but it’s a chance I have to take. Actions come with consequences, even if I’ve learned to skirt around most of them.

I begin with an apology and a promise, very un-Cole like. “I’m sorry we hurt you. It’ll never happen again.”  Her gaze quickly turns weary, waiting for me to finish. This is a touchy subject for her, and understandably so.

“But our plan—our ugly white lie—was the best thing to ever happen to us. I regret hurting you; I always will. But every day I’m glad we did it because it got us you. See, I’m not a good man like you think in the slightest, ‘cause I’d do it all over again if I knew it’d get you with me here, now, like this.” I don’t want to lie to her any longer, and that starts by admitting the ugly dark truth about our plan to take her family’s money. In my father’s world, the business world, it’s shark eat shark out there, and he’s learned to be the bigger fish.

She opens her mouth, and I clench my stomach, waiting for her to tell me to get lost. Surprisingly, she doesn’t, nor does she scream at me, which is a huge plus.

“Maybe one day you’ll realize, Cole, that you never needed a lie in order to have me. I didn’t fall in love with you because you lied to me. I fell in love with you because of the way you made me feel. The compassion and care you showed me, the tenderness and friendship; there was no lie in that. You opened yourself up to me, and that’s why I fell for you. Your honesty now may hurt for me to hear it, but I’m definitely grateful to have it.”

“You’ll always have it, beba. Never again will I lie or deceive you,” I declare earnestly, staring into her eyes. She has to believe me, even if I don’t deserve for her to. My brothers and I were idiots to mislead her before, and I hope they’ve learned not to lie to her in the future, as I have.

“I love you, Cole. Truly.”

Her declaration fills me with light, and I smile warmly, replying, “I love you, mon cher.”

I’ve never loved another like I do her, but I’ll save that truth for another time.
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“I want to tell her the truth,” I share with my brothers, and their expressions instantly morph, filling with anxiety and disbelief.

“The truth,” Cole echoes ominously, and I nod.

“Yes. I don’t like keeping anything from her. It’s becoming too difficult.”

Tristan scoffs. “The truth, huh? Did you forget what happened to her the last time she found out? How she reacted and what happened to her?”

With a sigh, I say, “It broke her, which is exactly why I want to talk to her about it.” I don’t want to see her even more broken down the road. It’s this deceiving dance we can’t seem to stop doing.

Brent’s lips are turned into a frown as he shakes his head. “I don’t want to lose her again.”

“Exactly,” I jump in. “Which is what would happen if we weren’t the one’s to tell her what we’re doing.”

Cole huffs. “What are we doing? I thought we agreed to leave her family alone.”

“We did, but we’ve still gone after her father. Her mom and brother will be fine when it’s all over with, but her father will be ruined,” I remind, not feeling guilty in the slightest for doing what I was raised to do. The shrivel of guilt I’m feeling is entirely for Kresley alone.

“Good,” Brent mutters, his fists clenching. He doesn’t want to just take Kresley’s father’s income; he wants to physically hurt the man. I understand, after watching her be so injured and frail, I wanted to pulverize the asshole myself.

Tristan rationalizes, attempting to put a stop to my latest idea. He can be my biggest ally or my most difficult obstacle to work through, especially where Dad is concerned. He may trust my business sense, but Tristan practically has the man wrapped around his finger. I’m not upset about it, it’s normal; things have been like this for as long as I can remember. “The two family members she was concerned about will be okay; we don’t need to involve her in our plans for her father.”

“That’s her dad,” I argue. “Pretty sure she should have a say. At least before it’s too late that we can’t fix this.”

“Yeah?” Cole rasps, “And what if she tells you to leave him alone? You think dear old dad will sit back and go for that? We all know that isn’t the case, and I’m not the smartest one here.”

Brent massages his temples, muttering, “Fuck.”

“I don’t like this either,” I begin, “but remember how devastated she was before. Do you want to witness her go through something similar and perhaps lose her for good this time around? She should know everything.”

They all shake their heads, Tristan hissing. “Of course we don’t want her dealing with that shit again!”

“Then, we need to step up while we still have the opportunity to do so. If we involve her now, we have a chance to take her thoughts into consideration and bring her over to our side, if needed.”

“We can’t lose her again,” Cole repeats, sounding fearful, and I completely agree with him. I love her. We all do.

“We won’t if we tell her now,” I repeat, more adamantly.

Her sweet voice stuns us as she says, “Tell me what? Guys?”

The room grows silent enough you could hear a pin drop. No one wants to broach the subject with her, but it has to be done. Did we not learn anything the last time? I most certainly did, and I won’t allow history to repeat itself. This time around could end up much worse than the last. We’re constantly underestimating her, and we have to learn to stop doing it.

Swallowing, I nudge the frame of my glasses, even though they’re already in place. It’s a nervous habit I can’t seem to get rid of. I clear my throat before suggesting, “Maybe we should take a walk.”

Brent nearly bursts. “No! No leaving. We should all be here, together.”

My brothers move as one, surrounding her. They don’t plan to let her run out and away again. That ended in a catastrophe, and I know in my heart that if she’s injured again, Brent will go on a warpath.

She spins in an easy circle, her gaze flicking between all of us, and finally, she stops and says, “You guys are scaring me. What’s going on?”

Tristan holds her stare, saying, “I love you. Please remember that.”

She nods, appearing more confused as each of my brothers copies Tristan’s words, repeating the sentiment. Brent even steps forward and hugs her as he says it.

“Axel?” she asks eventually, and it’s time to come out with the truth. Some days I freaking hate the truth and being the responsible one of the group.

“In order to make sure your mother and brother were taken care of in the future and that we could help get you out of that house...I had to strike another deal with my father.” No use beating around the bush about it. The sooner it’s out, the sooner I can make it up to her.

“You did? I don’t understand. I thought you called everything off?”

Wincing, I breathe, “Sort of.”

Her hands fly up to cover her eyes as she rubs them in frustration. “Just tell me,” she whispers after a few tense beats.

“Since you came to live here, I’ve uh, been moving your father’s assets around.”

“So it was another lie,” Kresley fills in, her voice emotionless, when I know that’s not the real case. Our girl isn’t dead inside; she’s like a big blistering sun, ready to burst with emotion.

“Not exactly,” I begin, and she shoots an icy glare at me. Oh, she’s pissed all right.

“It sure sounds like it. This entire time I was such a complete idiot to believe you’d all hold true to your word. Was it just too enticing to toy with my heart in the process of ripping my family apart? Do none of you have compassion and a fucking heart left?”

Cole interrupts to say, “We weren’t toying with you.” Just as Brent growls, “They aren’t your family.”

Tristan reaches for her, breathing, “You are our heart, darling.”

Kresley turns her hurt-filled stare on him, “More lies, Tristan. Was there truth in anything?” Tears well up in her eyes, and it feels like a knife cuts me deep to see it taking place. She steps back as he sputters apologies.

This is spiraling fast. We’re going to lose her, and this time for good. I can see it happening. I have to take control of this here and now. “It was all me,” I shout and she pins me with her stunned gaze. Her mouth falls open as the first set of tears drops free, coating her cheeks in wetness.

“You?” she gasps, with so much pain lacing the word.

I nod and step toe-to-toe with her. “I came up with the original plan as well, but you seem to have forgotten that small detail.” I’m almost cold at the moment, but I have to be. I don’t deserve to be torn up about my own actions. This isn’t the first time I’ve helped a company fall, and it certainly won’t be the last. This is what I do for Father, for my family’s well-being.

She shakes her head, a devastated stare falling to her feet. “I haven’t forgotten anything,” she shares. “I forgave you.” Her shoulders shrug just enough to rattle her form. “I fell for you all again, even after coming back with my will stronger. It wasn’t enough when it came to you guys, so I decided to forgive you, that it was okay for me to love each of you.”

My finger goes to her chin, pulling her face up to meet my eyes. I’m not stupid enough to not fight for her. I’ll be her champion if that’s what she needs. “Tristan distracts you with his outgoing personality. Brent protects you with his unwavering strength, and Cole comforts you with his easy-going nature...but me? You know what I do?”

She shakes her head, silently waiting.

“Of course not.” Leaning in, I bend my head closer to get to her level, wanting to really get my point across. “You don’t ever see me as a threat, but open your eyes love.” I press a tender, chaste kiss to her forehead and glance around to each of my brothers, “I’m not the lowest one on the totem pole. In fact, I’m the one who’ll give you the world on a platter. It’s our playground, and with me by your side, it’s yours for the taking.”

I point my stare back on her alone. “You’ve been here with us for months now; you know we aren’t innocent little boys, waiting for a chance at our fathers business. We’ve been working with him—by his side—for years. Your father’s an easy target, and you know what? So what?” Grabbing her chin, I declare, “I’ll tell you what’s going to happen, what my new plan is.”

More tears fall, and I hate seeing her upset, but I don’t pause in my explanation. I can’t, or I may never say what I need to aloud. “I’m rearranging and renaming all of his assets. I’m going to make sure your mother has enough funds so she can live comfortably. I’m making sure your brother can go to college and live his privileged life. I’m doing everything you asked us to do, but one thing I won’t do is let your father get off scot-free for what he’s done to you. Maybe, in the beginning, I would’ve, but that was before I saw you bent and broken in your old bed after he’d touched you.”

I shake my head, take a breath, and continue, “Now, it’s my turn to touch him where it hurts—his bank account. So hate me if you wish, my love, but I’ll do anything I need to for the people I love. Right now, you’re at the top of that list. You can join us or not, but one thing’s for certain, we’ll never let you go. You belong with us, the four of us. You have our loyalty and love, and that won’t disappear easily.”

Biting her lip, she nods again. A beat of silence passes before she murmurs, “I need to go to my room.”

My brother’s anxious eyes fall to me, silently freaking out inside, not knowing how to react. Hell, I don’t know what to do either, so when Kresley moves to step around me, I slide right back in front of her. “No.”

Her head rocks back at my rebuff, her brows turning in. “No?” she asks, and I shake my head.

“I told you we wouldn’t let you go this time. We need to talk about this. Tell us what’s going on in that mind of yours. Hell, shout and throw things, but don’t do that. Don’t shut us out again.”

She bursts out a hollow laugh. It sounds a bit crazy if I’m being honest, but it doesn’t scare me away. Brent gazes at her longingly like a kicked puppy. Cole has his arms crossed over his chest, coming off as casual, but I know he’s torn up inside. Tristan’s brows are turned in as he gazes at Kresley like he’s trying to figure out how big of a diamond he needs to smooth things over with her. That’s not the type of person she is, though—no matter how hard she tried to act like a spoiled brat when she moved in here. She’s not materialistic or unkind...she’s our kind of perfect.

“Shout? What will that help?” she asks, and we all shrug.

Cole speaks up. “Beba...maybe it’ll make you feel better, yeah?”

She flashes her fiery stare at him, and he balks, at a loss.

Tristan sticks his foot in his mouth by saying, “What can we give you to fix this? How about you find your mom a new house?”

She turns on him next, a frustrated kitten growl bubbling up from her throat.

Finally, Brent yanks her to him, wrapping her in his oversized bulk. His strong arms hold her tightly, and he mutters something into her hair. Whatever he says does the trick because she falls apart right in front of us, sobbing big ugly tears into his chest.

Cole mouths a what do we do, and I shrug, lost. Women aren’t my department; that’s more Tristan’s area, but when it comes to our Kresley, it seems like Brent has her more figured out then we do. It’s all different with her. It’s been that way since day one, and I have a feeling that’ll never change. It’s one of the things that draw us to her like a moth to a flame. We love how she shakes us all up inside; no one has been able to do that in the past.

Brent carries her to bed, placing her in the middle of the massive mattress, and we all surround her. We want to protect and care for her. We’re not sure how to fix what we did, and I think it scares each one of us. We lie there for hours, taking turns offering tissues, water, food, blankets, hoodies—anything  we can think of—but she wants for nothing. Silent tears track over her cheeks for the duration, and we decide to take shifts with her until she’s ready to speak to us again.

Over two hours pass with me next to her. I don’t try talking, just lie quietly and rub my fingers through her disheveled hair. She’s our beautiful mess, and we love her for it. Her eyes close and when I think she’s dozed off, I whisper, attempting to explain to the quiet room.

“We don’t know how to fix this, my love. We don’t want to hurt you, but the opposite, we want you content. I’m trying to tell you everything because I love you, and I don’t want to deceive you ever again. Every day that I breathe, I promise I’ll try to earn your trust back. I don’t care how long it takes or how much you hate me. One day you’ll see that you’re everything to my brothers and me.”

I move my glasses away and rub my eyes before I continue. “I meant what I said about giving you the world, though I know you’d never take it. I’ve already given you my heart, and now, I’ve given you my allegiance as well. I just hope one day you’ll be able to trust me again and look at me like you once did. I took your love for granted, and I’ll never make that mistake again. We’ll do whatever it takes so we don’t lose you. I-I just love you,” I admit as a tear escapes, and I close my eyes. I can’t remember a time that I’ve cried, but one thing is for certain, she’s worth every tear I spill.
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The bed’s empty when my eyelids part, and when everything hits me from the night before, Kresley’s absence sends me into a panic. My stomach drops as the realization registers that she’s left us once again. We failed...I failed her, and that’s a hard pill to swallow. I was a fool to believe we could keep her from leaving again, to make her see reason in our deception. As much as I want to lie here and wallow in self-pity, I can’t. I’m a fixer, and the first thing I need to do is find my brothers. Together we can come up with a plan to get her back.

I don’t care what I have to do or how long it takes. I won’t give up. I will never stop loving her, and I’ll spend the rest of my life proving that fact to her if I have to. Fuck, my brothers are going to be heartbroken. All of this heartache has been my fault. Maybe I shouldn’t bother them but leave as well. I could take off and figure out a way to get Kresley back. I’ll come home when I have her at my side, and I know everyone will be happy again.

I can’t believe I fell asleep and let her slip right out of my arms, I think and start to beat myself up inside. More tears fall as determination overtakes me. I have to figure out how to get her back.

I head for the door when a sleepy voice calls, “Axel?

Glancing over my shoulder, I find Kresley bathed in the bathroom light behind her. The door’s about halfway open, and I swear she reminds me of a sleepy angel. Taking in her form, still here, and in this room, no less, has me sighing with relief.

“W-were you leaving?” She peers at me, irises awash with worry.

“I must’ve dozed off, and when I woke up, you weren’t beside me,” I explain, and she takes in the rumpled bed.

“I had to use the bathroom. I was trying not to wake you up,” she explains, stepping back into her bedroom, before leaving the bathroom door cracked. It’s dark, but with the bathroom light, I can still easily see her.

Blowing out a heavy breath, my hands rake through my hair, and I realize my glasses are missing. In the dark, it didn’t click, and I get so used to having them on all the time that sometimes I forget they’re on my face. “My glasses?” I ask, not knowing what happened to them. I don’t remember falling asleep or anything, just telling her how sorry I was.

“They were crooked, half off your face, and I didn’t want them to break, so I stuck them on the nightstand.”

“Thank you.”

She nods.

“So...you’re talking to me? You don’t hate me?”Kresley steps toward me and becomes blurrier as she nears. I should just bite the bullet and have corrective surgery already; Father’s been hounding me to do it for years.

“Of course not.” She takes my hand and leads us back to the bed. “Do you want your glasses?”

“Please. I can see far away better, but up close, it’s really blurry, and I’d like to be able to see your beautiful face.”

“Okay.” She walks around the bed, picks up something from the table which I’m guessing are my glasses. She bypasses my outstretched hand and steps forward, placing the frames in place. With my next blink, she comes into sharp focus.

“There you are,” I whisper, my hand smoothing over her cheek. “So stunning, my love.”

Biting her lip, her gaze falls to the floor before she launches her body at me. I easily catch her in my arms and bring her in close. Wrapping my arms around her tightly, my head leans down, and I inhale her flowery smelling hair. She smells like everything I’ve ever wanted.

“I was scared you left, and I’d never have a chance to get you back,” I confess, and her hands smooth over my back, dipping below my T-shirt—fingers and palms meeting skin.

“Why would I leave?” she asks, tipping her head back to stare at me.

“Because you hate me.”

She shakes her head and argues, “I don’t hate you. You hurt me by breaking my trust. You’re one of my closest friends. and it kills me inside to know you deceived me instead of being honest and up-front.”

“I’m so damn sorry…I truly am. I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to you, just, please don’t leave us again.” I’ll beg if I have to to keep her here with us.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

My head jerks back as I stare, stunned with her revelation. “You’re not?”

Her hand moves up and over my chest until it rests on the curve where my neck and shoulder meet. “You four are my family now, just as much as my mom and brother are; more, in fact, because you guys care for me and protect me.”

“We love you,” I interrupt, and she flashes a sad smile.

“I know you do. If I wasn’t sure of it, then I would leave.”

“This is your home, Kresley. We all want you here, and even though I screwed up bad, I promise I won’t ever betray you again. I just couldn’t bear it that your dad wasn’t going to face any repercussions for everything he’s put you through.”

“I’ve never had anyone protect me like you guys do; it makes me feel like you really do care. So, I do believe you, Axel, even if my mind tells me I shouldn’t.”

“Please,” I murmur, not above begging. “I love you. I have from the moment you asked me if I drew. It was like you saw me and not just as a part of being a quad, but as myself.”

“Of course, I saw you. How could I not? You’re my Clark Kent—smart, handsome, and brave...”

Leaning in, I press my lips to hers. I’m not able to help myself and steal a quick kiss. Her words light up my soul. She makes me feel things I never dreamed I ever would. I’d grown used to the idea of marrying someone to benefit my family, eventually. I never imagined that I’d find a woman to fall so hopelessly in love with and get to share my future with her.

“So, you don’t hate me, then?” I ask again, and she steps back to the bed, bringing me with her. The oversized luxurious mattress hits the back side of her thighs, and she falls backward, bringing me along. “Mm,” I groan as our bodies come in full contact, and her legs part, allowing my groin to rest in the apex of her thighs.

She leans up and whispers against my mouth, “I don’t. I love you, Axel. But, I want something from you.”

“You do?” I ask, and she nods, placing tiny kisses on each side of my lips. “Name it, and it’s yours.”

“Make love to me,” she demands, and her words register.

We haven’t had sex yet, and she wants that intimacy from me. I want nothing more than to love her and be close to her. Not replying, my lips catch hers, my tongue demanding entrance. She opens willingly, her tongue darting out to beckon mine forward. I’ve been holding myself back from her, knowing she was promised to Tristan, but not anymore. She’s all of ours, so I dive in and take what I want from her—everything.

Like a match to gasoline, once we begin, our passion ignites into an uncontrollable flame. Peeling her shirt over her head, I take in every curve of silky-smooth perfection. My mouth falls to her flesh—sucking, biting, and kissing. I can’t get enough of her or quick enough. “You’re a goddess under these clothes. I’ve dreamed about seeing you like this from the first time we went swimming. I knew you’d be utter perfection, and I wasn’t wrong.”

Her cheeks warm and the pink carries down along her throat and over her breasts. It’s hard to fathom, but the blush only increases her beauty. I’m so glad I have my glasses to witness her like this; it’d be devastating to miss out on such a sight.

“Are you a virgin?” she asks, making me pause in my exploration and pull back a bit. I know she isn’t; she’s slept with Brent and Tristan. They haven’t bragged or anything, but we’ve all been outside her door when either of them has been in there making her moan with pleasure. Besides, I know my brothers well enough to be confident that they’d have slept with her the first moment she hinted at wanting them.

“I’m not...does that bother you?”

She bites her lip and admits, “No, I was just kind of hoping since you keep more to yourself that it was possible.”

I shake my head, cringing. “Sorry if that disappoints you.”

“No, not at all; I didn’t mean it like that. I brought it up because I was hoping to experience it with you and make it special, since we love each other.” She shrugs. “Ignore me; it was stupid. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

Pulling her face to mine, my mouth widens into a smile. “I think it’s cute that you want to be my first.”

“You do?”

I nod and chuckle. “In fact, I think it’s pretty damn sexy, you think I’m that important.”

“I love you, Axel. I mean it,” she admits, not seemingly embarrassed anymore.

“Good because I plan on keeping you forever and doing this a lot.” I nod to her nearly-naked body and begin working her comfy shorts over her hips. They easily slide down, and I soon discover she doesn’t have panties on. Her naked mound has me groaning with desire. “You’re trying to give me a heart attack today, aren’t you?” I say, making her giggle. I love the sound and flash her a pleased grin then yank my shirt off. Her hands fly to my chest, as I move to unbutton my pants. I can’t seem to get our clothes off quickly enough.

“Touch me, Axel,” she moans, pushing her hips against mine. My stiff cock throbs with need, wanting to be buried deep inside her warmth.

Rushing to get my pants off, I nearly fall to the ground as I shove them off and toss the offensive garments in random directions. My mouth parts, little pants of excited breaths leave me as I press a finger into her wetness. “J-Jesus, you’re stunning, and you’re so wet. I want to lick it. Can I taste you?”

“Please!” she gasps as I add a second finger and press kisses over her throat.

“You want me?”

“Yes! I want you so badly, Axel.”

With a pleased groan, my lips meet her soaked heat and suck her clit. She tastes sweet and smells divine, making me go a little crazy inside. My mouth moves downward, my tongue flattening to lap at her opening and her soaked lips.

“Oh-oh my, that is great, just great, b-but I want you inside me. Then maybe you could go back to doing more of that?” she suggests, making me chuckle.

“Whatever you want. I need to go to my room and get some condoms. I should’ve thought of that before we started. I’ll go get them quickly or else you can come with me.”

“I’ll follow you,” she agrees, and we race out of her room, across the hall to mine.

Yanking my top drawer open, I pull out the first condom I find and rip the top off. I have to take a deep breath to calm my hands down enough to roll the condom in place, but I eventually get it to work. Spinning on my heel, I find her there behind me, breathing heavy with need.

“I want you right now,” she admits, and I close the space between us. My mouth takes hers in a blistering kiss, and then I have her in my arms, her back pressed up against the wall as my hard cock lines up to her entrance, and I thrust without hesitation. The force, laced with my girth, has her crying out in surprise.

“I’m big,” I murmur into her neck and thrust again, gripping her thighs roughly to hold her in place.

“Yes! You are SO big,” she whimpers, and I drive in over and over relishing in her delicious cries until she’s screaming out her orgasm. It’s hard, fast, and intense, and I spill myself into the condom once she’s come. It was too much, too overwhelming for me to slow down and show her the care and patience she deserves.  “I’ve never come that fast…that was crazy,” she breathes, and my smile grows.

Keeping her wrapped in my arms, I stop in front of my dresser. “Open that top drawer and grab a handful of those condoms.”

“A handful?” she repeats with surprise coating her gaze.

My eyes meet hers, and I chuckle. “Yes, my love. I’m only just getting started. I’m going to go through about five more of those condoms, and I plan to make you come so many times you have trouble standing on shaky legs.”

“Holy shit,” she sighs. “Maybe I’m glad you’re not a virgin. This is far too intense, and I love it.”

“I love you, Kresley,” I say softly and lay her on my mattress.

“I love you, too, Axel—so much.” She sighs with contentment, and I’ve never felt more complete in my life than I do with her here like this, in my arms and my bed.
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“Happy Birthday to youuuu,” I sing as Kresley swims up next to me. I was doing laps and never saw or heard her come in. That’s fairly normal for me, however, as I get in the zone when I do laps and use the time to clear my head and reboot. Needless to say, her presence is a pleasant surprise.

She beams brightly. “Thank you!”

“Do you feel older, wiser, or anything else I should be concerned about?”

She taps her chin and hums, while wearing a saucy grin. “I feel a certain way right now, but I doubt it has to do with my birthday.”

“Is that right?” A silent chuckle shakes my chest as my cheeks grow tired from grinning so broadly. She always has this effect on me, and I think she enjoys it entirely too much. “And what is that feeling telling you exactly?”

“This,” she murmurs and leans in, her lips meeting mine.  She tastes minty and fresh. She must’ve brushed her teeth before finding her way in here. My arms wrap around her waist, pulling her into my tall, lithe frame. I’ve always had a swimmer’s body. It used to bother me when being compared to my brothers, but I’ve learned swimmers have their own set of muscles, just not all bulky like Tristan and Brent.

“I love that,” I admit when she pulls away a few beats later. “Did you come after me for a particular reason, or were the kisses just a sweet reward?”

“Apparently, this sexy group of guys organized a dinner party for me,” she teases, and my smile broadens, delighted to see her so happy. This wasn’t always the case when her father was still around, but we took care of that problem.

“Good thing you have them. We’d hate for you to miss out on your special feast.”

Her eyes light up, gleaming with excitement. “So, now it’s a feast? This gets better by the minute!”

I chuckle as I wrap an arm around her and head for the door. “You go visit, and I’ll slip into more clothes.”

“You mean, you in only swimming shorts isn’t part of the surprise?”

She’s cheeky tonight, and I love when she’s like this. It makes my heart swell in my chest. “It could be afterward, if you still want it to be.”

“Of course! Now hurry your butt up, I want to see this feast you have planned.”

I plant a kiss on her forehead then head for my room and get changed. Little does she know, but this feast doesn’t only include food, but a surprise gift at the end that’s been burning a hole in my pocket all day wanting to give it to her early. God, I love that woman. I hope she’s ready for the four of us to spoil her in our own ways for the rest of her lives. None of us are willing to go anywhere. We’ll be by her side until the end, or she gets sick of us—whichever comes first.
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Brandon’s big paws cradle the plate full of saran wrapped leftover slices of birthday cake as he and Sam give me one last hug and birthday wish goodbye. The two of them finally came clean that they’re dating each other, and I couldn’t imagine a better gift than them being happy together. I should’ve seen it coming sooner, though, with me pulling some of my time away from them. Not that I don’t want to be around my two best friends or anything. It’s just that having four boyfriends takes up a lot of my time. I’m not complaining, not even a little bit, I love my guys far too much.

Brent closes the massive front door quickly behind the couple, flashing me a sexy grin.

“What?” I giggle. “You look like you’re up to something.”

He shrugs. “Not just me.”

“Oh? What are you guys up too?” I follow him back into the decorated living room. They went all out with decorations to surprise me for my birthday, and it made me feel ridiculously special. I’d never woken up in the past and had several areas throughout the mansion all celebrating me like they’d made sure to do.

Sitting in the middle of the plush rug on the floor wearing a wide smile, they eagerly surround me. Tristan and Brent sit on each side of my body, while Axel and Cole are directly in front of me, legs crossed Indian style.

“You’re eighteen now,” Tristan murmurs, and I nod.

“For another year,” I reply cheekily.

“We’re set to marry soon,” he reminds me as if I could’ve ever forgotten. He’s been very good to me the last few months, so marrying him isn’t sounding like a bad thing anymore. Sam’s been getting me pretty excited about the planning bit we can be involved with as well.

Playing with the enormous engagement ring, I bite my lip. I love him, I do...but marriage, so soon? I was hoping they’d come to some realization that we’re too young right now. I guess I shouldn’t have been so naïve with their father in the picture. Technically, their dad is still taking over my father’s business, too, so maybe I should lock Tris in while I still have the blessing to do so.

Cole leans in, running his pointer finger over the skin of my knee. It gives me goosebumps, but I like it. “We thought you may want something more suitable, something that fits you,” he confesses a bit shyly.

Brent follows up with, “Ax said we had to wait until your birthday.”

I can’t help but smile at his grumble, my big bear of a boy has the largest heart out of them all.

Axel shrugs unapologetically while Tristan says, “I wanted to plan an extravagant trip, but he said this would be the best way to do this...” He trails off, and my brows rise. Tristan may seem to run the ship when it comes to these four, but being in their private space, I’ve learned that’s completely false. Axel’s the one who usually calls the shots surprisingly, but his brothers respect him enough to listen and heed his input before deciding otherwise.

Axel reaches behind him, his hand returning with a palm-sized square white box and my throat tightens with anticipation. The last box I saw that was the same size ended up sealing my fate to Tristan. Without further pause, Axel opens the lid, mumbling, “We would love for you to wear this, to honor each of us.”

My eyes widen as I gaze inside the box and discover a platinum band with four exquisite stones. Each diamond is a different color, and I know as soon as I see them, which diamond belongs to who. It’s thoughtful and unique, and it makes me feel special that they went to this trouble for my birthday and me.

“I love it,” I whisper, pleased that the stones are small, feminine, and meaningful. This is a ring I’d love to wear and show off to the world, not that I need anything so expensive from them. The fact that they really considered something individual yet as one and it’s not overly ostentatious means a lot to me, truly.

“Well, we love you, if you hadn’t guessed that already,” Brent rasps.

Tristan takes my hand in his. “I still want to marry you,” he admits.

I nod, not sure how to broach the subject. “But I love all of you,” I whisper, and he offers me a kind, patient smile.

“I know, darling, but we’ve thought up an idea that we’re hoping you’d be happy with.”

“Oh?” The fact that they’re asking me like this has my heart rate speeding up. What could they possibly have in mind? I’m always up for their suggestions, though. These guys think outside the box, something I’ve grown accustomed to appreciating. However, we’re already getting married, not sure what else could be so big.

Axel interrupts, finishing for his brother. “You’ll still marry Tristan and be his wife publicly, but we’d like to purpose another stipulation with it.”

I nod, taking in each of their expressions of hope as I listen. “Okay?”

“We don’t want to be apart from you. We love you too much. We want you to accept this ring with the promise that when you marry Tristan, that in private we would like to hold a small ceremony cementing us all to you as your husbands.”

My mouth opens and closes like a fish at their revelation. They don’t just go with the flow; they go all-out to carve their own way, it seems. Not that I’m complaining, because I’m not. “All four of you?”

“That’s not all,” he continues. “We’ve decided to each go to the same college, so we can be with you. Wherever you decide to attend, we’ll follow. No splitting up. We’ll even get a place to live together.”

“Holy shit,” I gasp, and Cole chuckles. “This is big; your father won’t like this at all.”

Tristan shrugs. “As long as you pick an Ivy League college and we graduate with something respectable, then he’ll get over it. No useless liberal arts degrees or anything,” he laughs, and I grin in return. Their father has big plans for his sons, and prestigious careers are at the top of that list.

“As amazing as that sounds, my picks will be based on if and where I get offered a scholarship. My father obviously can’t afford to pay for my college any longer, although I wasn’t going to allow him to anyhow. I don’t want to ask my mom to help either; I’d rather she concentrate on my brother. He’s not like me, driven to be independent of our parents. I have to go with what I can get.”

Brent coughs. “Stubborn.”

“I am not! I just didn’t want to be anywhere my dad could control me anymore than he already was.”

Axel’s hand comes forward to caress my jawline tenderly. “And with good reason, but now we’re getting off topic. Our father will be paying for your college since you’ll be marrying Tristan. He’d be incredibly embarrassed if he didn’t, and besides, the tabloids would run a full-on smear campaign if they ever caught wind of it. Regardless, even if he didn’t pay, then we would be more than happy to pay for whatever college you decide on. Money is not something you’ll ever have to worry about my love; we’ve already told you that. You can basically point to a college, and we’ll take care of the rest.”

“No way. I’m not letting you guys or your father pay my way. I can do this on my own. Not only that, but I want to do it.”

Tristan pulls my left hand into his, and his thumb rubs over my knuckles sweetly. “We know you’re more than capable of getting a scholarship and doing it all on your own. Your independent spirit is one of the many things we respect about you. Please don’t fight us on this, though; you’re not only deciding your future but ours as well. We don’t want to be away from you.”

Brent leans in. “Wherever you go, we want to be with you. You’re our present and our future.”

“But, how is that even fair? You each have different schools in mind, and yet, you’ll all have to give them up. I don’t want you to resent me for taking something so important away from you.”

Cole shakes his head, “We can go to any other college at any time in the future if we decide to. You’re the most important priority to us, and we’ll do whatever we need to in order to be with you.”

Their faces blur as tears fill my eyes. How could I possibly mean so much to not only one man, but to four of them that they’d change their lives just to be near me? I’ve heard that love means sacrifice, but this feels like it’s too much. “Is there a college you’ve all considered? I could try to get in there. That way, you’ll each be pleased as well.”

Tristan leans in and kisses my cheek. “There’s one place we’ll all be happy, and the only college we’ve considered is the one you’ll be attending.”

Brent agrees. “He’s right. We want to spend our lives with you.”

“You should be in med school or law school,” I tell Axel. “Tristan should be playing football. Brent should be studying nutrition or athletics, and Cole should be in engineering or something to do with cars. How can I possibly find a school that you four will enjoy? How would it be fair of me to take away what you deserve to have?”

Axel releases a pent up breath and argues, “Actually I’ve already studied a large portion in both subjects. I plan to major in business finance as I’m set to work with my father and eventually take over his company.”

“Wow.” I knew he helped his dad out, but I didn’t realize he’d be taking the entire company over.

“I’ll, uh, be going for a medical degree,” Brent admits, his cheeks flushing.

He’s smarter than I’d ever considered. I always write him off as the brooding older brother who’s in amazing physical shape, that it’s easy to push aside that he’s also an intelligent caretaker.

Tristan shrugs. “I might play some ball, sugar plum, but my father wants me to attend law school.”

I’m not surprised as he’s smart and bossy and not afraid to argue with anyone.

“Cole?” I ask and meet his patient stare.

“With Axel’s sketches, I’ve submitted a few designs and signed a contract with Lamborghini.”

I nearly choke. “Y-you what? You designed an entire car?”

He nods. “Along with the engine, transmission, and weight specs.”

“So, you basically built a car from the ground up? How the heck did I miss this, and when have you had the time to do something so huge? Jesus, congrats, I’m proud of you!”

His grin widens. “Thanks, beba. It’s not a big deal.”

I launch myself into his arms and scoff. “It’s a huge deal. You’re still in high school, and you have a contract with Lamborghini!”

He presses a chuckled kiss to my forehead before letting me go to sit back in my spot. “It helps that my father has bought a few cars from them, I suppose. So to answer your question, I’ll probably start with a basic business degree and switch to some sort of engineering and design afterward. We all try to stay busy when we’re not able to be with you. This is what I’ve been doing.”

Axel squeezes my knee. “What about you, my love? What will you do with that brilliant mind?”

Truthfully, I have no idea. My big plan was to do whatever I had to, just to get a scholarship. I never really gave it much consideration as to what I’d do once I got to college. The important part was just getting there on my own merit. “I don’t know,” I admit softly. “I never had the option to make a real choice. I was expecting to take whatever I could get and then go from there.”

Brent rubs soothing circles along my lower back and rumbles. “Now you can do whatever you want. The choice is at your fingertips, and we’ll support you no matter what.”

“I think I want to help people,” I admit softly and gain four approving grins in return.

My chest grows tight with emotion. Their love and support means everything to me, and now they’re making it possible for me to live my dreams without the struggle of getting my foot in the door. They’re offering me the world just as Axel promised me the day he came clean about what the guys had been up to with my father.

“Yes,” I declare out of the blue, drawing their gazes as I slip the multicolored sparkling diamond ring on my right-hand ring finger. I stare lovingly at each color. The green represents Cole with his calm, laid-back nature. Black reminds me of Brent’s brooding but protective instinct. The sapphire is for Tristan, as he stands out with his outgoing and charismatic personality, and last but not least, the teal for Axel. The color seems rarer, with a mixture of the three others, yet still beautiful and completely unique on its own.

“Yes, what, beba?” Cole wonders.

“Yes, I’ll happily wear this ring. Yes, I’ll marry Tristan. Yes, I’ll have a private ceremony to commit to each of you. Yes, I’ll pick a college for us. Yes, I’ll spend my life with you four.” I share my gaze between each man as I profess my answers and beam with love for them.

Getting to my feet, they follow suit and I say, “I love you, each one of you with all of my heart. Thank you for ruining my life, just to love me fiercely, care for me deeply, and offer me my dreams.”

They each murmur I love you and then I’m wrapped, snuggling in one embrace after another. I’ll love them with every breath I take. One important thing they’ve taught me is that I can do anything, even love four men. The first choice I’m making is to spend my life with Brent, Tristan, Axel, and Cole.

As for everything else…we’ll take it one decision at a time—together.

 

 

The End

 

Love doesn’t fit in one little box we check. It can be messy and hurtful, but overall, it can be so fucking beautiful. I hope you enjoyed falling for these four as much as I have. Thank you for reading this duet, and I hope you’ll let me know your thoughts by leaving a review.
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