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Lacey Williams: Good Girl.

At Riverbourne Preparatory, that title made me desirable. All a rich boy wants is a pretty and obedient woman on his arm. And I was most definitely both of those things.

But at Arcadia High? Being a good girl made me a target. I became a trophy for the spoilt, an end-of-year reward for those willing to play the game: bad boys.

Each side wants me so the other can’t have me. Schoolyard bullies who fight over the same damn toy. 

The city kids have arrived to reclaim what’s theirs, and the country? Well. 

Those boys sure don’t give in without a fight.

ARCADIA HIGH ANARCHISTS

Reading Order

Good Girls

Bad Boys

Rich Riot

Loyal Love
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Want to come hangout with some like-minded chicks?

Then click here to jump into Max’s Madhouse on Facebook and get committed!
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Resilience

re·sil·ience

/rəˈzilyəns/

noun

1. 

the capacity to recover quickly from difficulties; toughness.
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TUCK

“You’ll need to move the yearlings from the gully up to Hill Climb today. This rain isn’t forecast to let up, and the last thing we need is those idiots churning up the track again.”

“Yes, Sir.” I shovel a spoonful of Weet-Bix into my mouth, hoping it’ll shut my father up.

No such luck.

“Take Sally. You won’t want to risk Major injuring himself if the ground is already unstable.”

“Snaffle bit or Hackamore?”

“Hackamore.” He leans back in his seat at the kitchen table, the wood creaking beneath his weight. “She’s still giving trouble on the bit, so give yourself fewer distractions and use the Hackamore.”

I nod as he picks up his coffee cup to down the last of the contents. “Yes, Sir.”

My father hesitates, his steel-grey eyes trained on me as though he thinks over what to say next. To my frustration, I feel the familiar pull of hope: a deep knot in the pit of my chest. 

Will today be the day? 

“Don’t muck around.” He rises from the seat, reaching for where his hat rests on the table. “The days are short this time of year. I don’t have time to come rescue you if you lose half the herd in the dark.”

“No, Sir.” My chin drops, gaze trained on the silver of my spoon as I swirl it through the milk that remains in my breakfast bowl. 

Kurt Brallant is a man known for his level-headed and straight-forward approach to everything. His children included. 

But as he strides across the floorboards, the heels of his boots making a solid tap as he goes, I can’t stop the pang of rejection from settling in like a clamp around my heart. I don’t want much from the man. A simple question about how my week has been would be enough. Just a sign that the man cares.

“Bianca.” He nods to our housekeeper as they pass in the doorway.

I bring the bowl to my mouth and sup the milk from the edge, watching Kurt over the rim as he steps out into the morning light. The greys in his hair catch the sun, shifting to an almost white shade when he lifts his chin to squint into the bright sky. 

“Good morning, young Tuck.”

My father dons his hat, the door swinging shut behind him as I shift my gaze toward Bianca. 

“You know,” she scolds with a smile. “You shouldn’t drink from the bowl. It’s bad table manners.”

I set the ceramic on the worn and grooved tabletop. “Good thing we ain’t in a five-star restaurant then.”

She shakes her head; her tight black curls bob when she turns away. 

I push out from the table and carry my dishes to the sink. Bianca takes them from me, setting herself up for the day of chores ahead of her. We’d be lost without her influence in our lives. My older brother, Carey, lives three hours away with his wife and young family now. All that remains on the farm are Dad and me. 

Two bachelors without a spare second in the day to do a damn thing about the housework.

“Have you got your lunch?” Bianca calls after me.

I hesitate in the hall. “I’ll grab it on my way out the door.”

“No worries.” I catch the rattle of the fridge door. “I’ll leave it on the counter so that you don’t forget.”

“Thanks.”

She flicks the radio on. The gentle lull of her favourite easy-listening station filters down to my bedroom while I hunt out a school shirt. Probably be a damn sight easier if I actually hung the clean laundry she leaves on the foot for my bed for me. Ah well. 

The tail of one peeks out from beneath my bed. 

I snag the fucker up, brush it off, and jerk the sleeves on while trying to slide my feet into my boots at the same time.

School is usually the last place I feel like being; I’d spend the day riding the hills of our farm if I could. But today? Yeah. Today I have a reason for my haste to get down to the stable and saddle up Major. 

She’s all of five-foot-nothing and a naïve little lamb lost on our grounds.

The new girl.

A pretty girl.

My pet project.
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TUCK

Women rock babies as a way to soothe the senses, the gentle motion supposedly doing something to our concentration so that all we can focus on is the rhythmic movement back and forth. I remember hearing somewhere that it’s to do with the pace matching that of the mother’s heartbeat—the same reason why infants like being patted on the back.

I guess that’s why I can always count on the steady rise and fall of Major’s quarters, back and forth, to ease my mind when I feel the chokehold of stress starting to make it difficult to draw my next breath. 

Back and forth. Left to right. Roll and sway.

The afternoon shows the first signs of giving way to night while I ride up the verge toward Cate’s driveway. Orange tinges the horizon, bleeding through to the brighter blue clinging on for life overhead. 

My heels itch to tighten and nudge Major into a canter, but I don’t want to tire the guy out too much before our race later tonight. He’s a quick horse with great stamina. But he’s always better after a gentle warm-up, which is why I thought I’d ride over rather than float him in. 

All I want to do is get to the damn party already so I can see if Lacey’s there. Her stoic stare is etched into my mind; the way she glazed over and silently nodded while we explained what it is about her name that gets under everyone’s skin. 

She took the news well. Still, I’d hate to be her brother when she got home. I get the feeling that girl held a rage in check that she wanted to reserve for the right guy.

A fucking tool like her brother, Colt.

Major steps to the left, the sudden dip of his back beneath my seat waking me from my trance. I tighten his reins and bring my focus back to what’s around us to find Maggie’s beaten up little car pulling off to the side of the road ahead. She throws her door open, striding back down the roadside toward where I pull Major up.

“What’s the matter with you?”

She lifts a hand to shield the low sun from her eyes while she stares up at me. “Have you heard from Lace?”

“Should I have?” My heart quickens, my grip tightening on the reins.

Major takes a half-step back, sensing my tension. 

“Her bitch of a mother told me to leave while I was waiting for Lacey to grab her shit.”

“Why?” It could be nothing. Maybe she thought her parents could drop her off?

Maggie shrugs. “I don’t know, but she wouldn’t let me talk to Lacey before I went. Her mum seemed angry.”

“Have you tried to call her? Lacey?”

Mags nods. “Won’t answer. Hasn’t seen my message, either.”

I run my bottom lip between my teeth and glance toward Cate’s gate in the distance. 

“What are you thinking, Tuck?”

I fix my gaze on Maggie. “You head up to the party and wait in case she shows up. Where does she live?”

“Old Works Road. The cream weatherboard by Adam’s. What are you going to do?” The girl pops a hand on her hip, still shielding her face with the other. 

“Find out what the fuck is going on.” I tug on Major, turning him back the way we came. He paces impatiently, sensing the run ahead. “It could be nothing.”

“I don’t think it was.”

Yeah—neither do I. 

Which is why I leave goth-girl in the dust as I push Major into a gallop. He tears up the verge, hooves kicking up clumps of dirt and grass. Ears pinned back, my best buddy gives me a new kind of rhythm to zone out to: his grunted breaths and pounding hooves. 

Froth gathers at the corners of Major’s mouth by the time we ease back to a trot through the streets of Arcadia. He’ll be spent for the race later but fuck it. Those other pricks can win it for us for once. 

My gut tells me this is way more important. 

I don’t know what it is about Lacey that has me so trapped in her spell, but I’m like a damn sailor caught in the siren’s song; I can’t steer away from certain destruction. Her snotty attitude made me want to throttle her at the start, but at the same time, there was an underlying curiosity that set Lacey apart from her jerk of a brother. She seemed interested in this new lifestyle for them.

I could see the real girl smothered underneath all that perfect hair and makeup, begging for a reason to be set free.

Her house comes into view at the town end of Old Works Road, right on the borderline of where the acreages become smaller suburban blocks. Her brother’s truck sits in the driveway, packed to the gills with shit. 

Major blows out a frustrated breath. Yeah, I know, buddy. I think we made the right choice too.

Going to the front door seems like a recipe for disaster. If Lacey’s not in trouble, then me showing up could make it so that she is. Equally, if they’ve got some family shit going down, then rocking up to steal their daughter off to a party will go down as well as a cold cup of sick. 

Major snorts, stopping when I apply a little backward pressure to his mouth. With slow, deliberate steps, he backs up toward the alley that we passed a few metres back. I steer him off the street and down between two houses, three down from Lacey’s. The path leads to a stormwater drain that runs behind the properties. If I edge along there, I can hopefully figure out which of the two rooms at the back is hers. 

My phone vibrates deep in my pocket as I turn onto the grassy maintenance lane. I let Major do his thing, trusting his instinct, and fish it out. 

Beau. 

B: Where the fuck you at, bro?

T: Talk to Maggie. Give her my number.

B: Do I ask why?

I blow out a heavy breath. 

T: Relax, man. I ain’t making moves on your woman. 

The pussy needs to grow a pair and tell that girl how he feels about her. Dickhead is still far too invested in what everyone else thinks to let Mags know that he likes her. Not so long ago, I understood his hesitation, but after meeting Lacey, I also know that when you find the girl for you, nobody else’s opinion should matter jack shit.

You get what’s yours. Simple as that. 

I pocket the phone as Major crests Lacey’s neighbour’s hedge. He stalls, and then picks up again, appearing to notice the same as I do: Lacey, legs hanging out her bedroom window as she sits in the open space and softly cries. 

Fuck this shit. No way. 

No girl of mine should ever need to cry unless it’s goddamn happy tears. 

Yeah—I said it. My girl. She might not acknowledge it yet, but she was always going to be mine.

“Why the sad face, buddy?” 

Her head jerks up at the sound of my voice, and she damn near falls back in the room. “Holy hell, Tuck. You scared the shit out of me,” she whisper-yells. Her brow twitches. “No. Wait.” Those long legs scramble to get back on the right side of the sill. “You can’t see me yet.”

I lean an elbow on the horn of my saddle and grin. “Why not?”

“I look like hell,” is the hissed response I get out the window before she disappears into the bowels of her room.

I check the windows beside hers, but there’s no sign of her brother or parents. 

Lacey returns a few minutes later with a woollen hat pulled low over her golden hair, fingers dabbing lightly under her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

“Seeing if you needed a ride.”

Her shoulders drop with a sigh. “Things aren’t the best right now. It’s probably better if you—”

“Come and drag you out that fucking window?” I grumble. 

Like fuck, she’ll blow me off that easy. I swing myself off Major, ignoring Lacey’s panicked hands as she frantically gestures for me to stop. 

“They’ll hear you.” Her head swings to check her bedroom door. “I’m supposed to be packing.”

Packing? “What the fuck for?” I loop Major’s reins loosely over a thick branch. 

The fence between her house and the drain is a low three-slat timber construction. I leap it easily. 

“I can’t explain.” She looks close to tears again. “Just go.”

“No.” I stride right up to her goddamn window and slam my hand under the frame as she reaches to slide the sash down. “Tell me why you’re upset.”

“Because you won’t leave.” Her eyes are red-rimmed, hair frizzy as though she’s run her fingers repeatedly through it.

“I call bullshit.” She makes no attempt to stop me when I lean both elbows on the sill and stick my head in her room. “You always cry about things that haven’t happened yet?”

“I haven’t had a chance to tell Maggie,” she whispers. Her chin dips, hands fidgeting with the hem of her white strappy tank. “Don’t say anything.”

I fix the collar of her pale purple cardigan and flick her hair out over the shoulder. “You know I won’t if you don’t want me to.”

“When I got home this afternoon, our parents told us they’re getting divorced.”

Shit. I fist the side of Lacey’s cardigan in my hand to save from jerking her toward me. I can’t hug her like I want to when there’s a fucking wall between our bodies. “I’m sorry.”

“I think it’s been coming for a while,” she explains. “I want to stay here, but they said I have to move back to Riverbourne with Mum.”

I’ve got nothing. I don’t know what to say when all I can think of are the reasons why that sucks for me. 

I don’t want her to go. Not when I feel as though we were getting somewhere. Lacey had started to thaw. The real girl was on the way to the surface. 

I almost had her.

“So, yeah,” she says, breaking me from my stupor. “You should get back to the party.” Her gaze drops to where I still have her clothing in my hold.

I don’t let go.

“Grab a jacket.”

“What?” Her fair brow pinches beneath the rim of her woolly hat. 

“Get a warm jacket for later.”

“I’m not going to the party, Tuck.”

“Good. Because neither am I.”

Lace’s head tips to one side, her frown deepening.

“I’m taking you out for our first date.”
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TUCK

“Are you crazy?” Lacey jerks free from my hold and takes two steps back into her room. “My damn family fall apart, and you want to steal me away for a date?”

“Lacey?” A deep male voice calls from further in the house. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing, Dad!” She turns her heat-filled stare on me. “Go.”

Maybe I am a little crazy.

I turn back to Major and hiss, “Stay put” under my breath. His ears swivel toward me, but that’s the only sign he gives that he heard. I couldn’t expect any more from the stubborn jerk. 

Lacey’s window is a good five feet off the ground thanks to the raised foundation of the old cottage. I jam the toes of my boots in tight against the weatherboards and then push down hard on my elbows to hoist myself higher.

“What on earth are you doing now?” she growls through clenched teeth.

I flop halfway into the house, my legs in the air behind me. “Coming in.”

“Tuck,” she grumbles all throaty and firm. 

I crane my head back to flash her a winning smile and then walk my hands along her floor to drag in my legs. My boots make a louder smack against the boards than I was hoping. The two of us freeze and listen for any sign that we’re sprung. 

“Get your arse back out that damn window before I get in trouble.” Lacey sets her small hands on my shoulders and shoves.

I push to my feet regardless and pull the girl into my arms. She resists at first, her body stiff as a fucking board, but softens. “Don’t you think that’s better?”

Her words are mushed into my chest. “I suppose.”

“I turn up to your house to take you out for the night and find you crying, of course, I’m gonna want to hug the shit out of you to make you feel better.”

She snorts a laugh into my shirt and then tentatively slips her arms round my waist. “Thank you.”

With a kiss to the head, I ease up on her. “Any time, baby.” She leans back, her face tipped up to mine. “Now what are we gonna do about this situation, huh?”

Lacey shrugs. “Not much I can do.” She slips away, retreating toward where her bags sit half-packed on the bed. “I don’t get a choice.”

“Lacey. Are you sure you’re okay down there?”

“Can’t I make a damn phone call in peace?” She gives me a wide-eyed shrug as though to say, “What else should I have told him?”

Heavy footfalls grow louder as they approach her bedroom.

I dive behind the bed that sits parallel to her door.

The handle turns, and the door swings open. I stare at the steel-capped boots through the gap under the bed and grimace. Don’t fancy having those up my arse. 

“Who were you calling?”

“Maggie,” Lacey lies. “She wanted to know why Mum made her leave.”

Her father sighs. “Fine. But no more calls until later, okay?” He pauses, and I close my eyes, hoping he’ll leave. 

Nope. 

“And keep this window shut.” The boots stride into the room. “It’s freezing out there.”

I slide as far under the bed as I can fit (which isn’t far at all) and hold my breath. Lacey’s dad stops with his back to me, hands on the sash window, and jerks it halfway closed before coming to an abrupt halt.

I daren’t blink in case it’s too fucking loud. Not that I can hear much over my pounding heart anyway.

Since when was I the guy who hid on a girl’s bedroom floor? Fucking whipped already, Tuck. 

“Lace?” her Dad asks tentatively. “Why is there a horse at our back fence?”

“What?” she asks, feigning shock as she heads over to join him.

I edge closer to the bed and knock my damn hat off my head. The stiff brim hits the floorboards with a deafening tap. 

Lacey buries her face in her hands. Her old man looks set to murder me. 

I grin up at the guy, weirdly noticing she has his shade of blue eyes, and stick my arm out—awkwardly considering how I’m flat out on the floor. “Tuck Brallant, Sir. Nice to meet you.”

The guy leaves me hanging. “Stand. Up.”

I do as he asks, my back popping when I stretch out to my full height. Turns out I’m a half a foot taller than her dad. 

He looks between his daughter and me. “Which one of you would like to explain this?”

“I didn’t ask him to—” “It’s all my idea,” Lacey and I both start at the same time.

“It was my idea,” I repeat, shoulders back. 

“Have you got anything for me to put in the Exp—” Colt cuts off his question midway, jaw gaping as he stares at the scene unfolding in his little sister’s room. “What the hell?”

“Go,” their dad barks. “This isn’t your issue.”

“What isn’t his issue?”

Fuck me. We’ve got the whole family now.

I lift a hand to the blonde woman who looks like a middle-aged version of Lacey. Or does Lacey look like a teenage her? Fuck. Whatever it is, I raise a palm to the woman. “Hi, Mrs Williams. Lovely to meet you.”

One detailed eyebrow lifts in assessment. “And you would be?”

“Tuck. Lacey’s friend.” The word hurts as it falls from my tongue. 

Something that looks akin to recognition flickers in her dad’s eyes. 

“And why are you in my daughter’s room?”

“Mum,” Lacey snaps. “Go away.”

“No. It’s okay.” I lift both hands in surrender. “Saves you all having to sit around and repeat it later.” I take a step toward Mrs Williams. “We were just getting to the bit where I explain why I’m here.”

“This should be good,” Colt grumbles, his arms folded. 

I shoot him a glare that has the guy reeling back into his mother and continue. “I’d made arrangements to meet up with your daughter and her friend Maggie tonight. When Mags showed up without Lacey all upset and that, I thought I’d come around to make sure Lacey was alright.”

“You could have used the front door if all you wanted was to visit,” Mrs Williams quips.

I lock on to her black-rimmed eyes and make the measure of the woman at that moment. Every family has one key member who rules the roost. In most instances it’s the father, sometimes, rarely it’s one of the kids. Around here? It’s the mother. 

“Perhaps I would have if I hadn’t found your daughter crying and felt that was more important.”

“You came around the back of the house,” Colt remarks in an attempt to catch me off guard. “You had no intention of coming through the front door.”

I steel my jaw before answering. “The paved roads aren’t great for Major’s hooves, so I stick to the grassy areas where I can.” It’s not all that untrue, but these idiots wouldn’t know jack shit about horses to say otherwise.

“Well,” Lacey’s mother starts, much to her daughter’s annoyance. “As you can see, she’s fine now. You can go.”

I take a step toward Lacey and her dad and then stoop to pick up my hat. 

Her old man watches me with a firm brow, but his gaze holds none of the malice her mother’s does. He almost seems happy somebody gives a shit about his daughter.

Good.

“I’ll see you at school, then, Lacey.”

She frowns.

“I’m afraid you won’t,” her mother says. “Lacey won’t be staying in Arcadia.”

Head down as I settle my hat, I wet my lips and take a breath. My old man would tan my hide for this. “Are you sure about that?” I turn to face Lacey’s mum. “Because your daughter told me she doesn’t want to leave.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not her choice.” Her dad sounds just like she does—resigned and robotic. 

“Tuck,” Lacey says softly. “Go enjoy your night.”

This isn’t over. Maggie has her number. I have ways of finding out where she lives in Riverbourne. 

This isn’t goodbye.

“Sure.” I turn for the door. “You all do the same, huh?” I make a point of knocking my shoulder into Colt’s as I pass by the arsehole. “Mrs Williams.”

She steps back to let me pass. 

I make my way out the door and then around back to collect Major, sure of one thing.

That house? It’s as much of a home as mine is.

And that isn’t a hell of a lot.
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LACEY

“Do I want to know why that uncouth boy thought he could come into our house?” Mum spits, her arm extended toward the window where Tuck mounts Major at the back fence. 

“Probably because Lacey is smitten with the jerk,” Colt says as though the words leave a bad taste in his mouth. 

He stands in my doorway, arms folded, and a look of disappointment etched into his angelic features. I note Mum’s stiff posture where she stands behind him, the two of them making the right pair. Does she know what Colt did? Is she aware why it is the kids around here don’t like us?

Why does this room seem so damn small right now? My brother is anything but an angel.

“Get the hell out of my room, Colt.”

“Lacey!” Mum throws a protective arm in front of him as though I might strike at any minute.

I feel she could be right in her evaluation of the situation.

A weight settles gently on my shoulder, and I turn to see Dad looking down at me with a mixture of frustration and pity. “Pack what you need for the week ahead. We can discuss this later.”

“I can’t wait until we’re back in Riverbourne,” Mum mutters as she turns to leave. “None of this would happen there.”

I scowl at the hallway where her voice still carries back to my room. Colt gives one quick lift of his eyebrows—a silent “How do you like that?” if ever I saw one—and turns his back. Dad hesitates in the doorway, hand on the frame while he regards me with a tilt of his head.

“I don’t like this as much as you do, honey, but the more we all co-operate, the easier the transition will be.”

I draw a deep breath and will my tears to go the hell away. “Can I ask you one question?”

He nods, eyes averted to the mirrored jewellery box on my set of drawers. 

“Be honest, Dad. Is this permanent?”

He sighs. “I wish I knew the answer for you.”

I’m left deflated and empty when he leaves, the previous smothered feeling I had with everyone in here preferential to the vacancy that swirls around me now.

I cut my gaze to the window, a small part of me hoping Tuck is still outside. But he’s gone. Off to enjoy the night and no doubt forget about the stupid, spoilt girl who’ll be nothing more than a memory come Monday.

You would think after the carnage that led us toward moving out to Arcadia for a new start, that I’d be in the very least a little acclimatised to change. And still, I’m amazed by how strongly the slightest variation to routine can leave me feeling as though I walk on shaky, uneven ground. 

I long for the girl I was a year ago. She knew who she was and what direction her life would go in; even if it wasn’t my map that I followed. I’ve never been more faithful to myself than I am now, in what I want. But at the same time, I’m scared.

I’m vulnerable and exposed when I let people know how I feel and what it is I want, and I don’t like that one little bit.

Being Lacey, the Chosen, at Riverbourne may have been shallow and based on ignorant pretences. But I knew the rules.

I knew how to get what I want.

And I knew where I stood with people.

Where do I stand with Tuck? With Dad? With Mum? 

Where do I stand with Colt?

It’s his loss that cuts the deepest. I never realised how badly we leant on each other in times of crisis until I no longer had his support. 

I miss him.

So, do something about it, Lacey. 

My chest rises slowly, eyelashes brushing against my cheeks while I take a moment to gather myself. I’ve got this. 

I find Colt in his room, up on tiptoes while he checks he hasn’t left anything on the top shelf of the wardrobe. He clearly has no intention of coming back here—ever. 

Pushing aside the criticism that rests on the tip of my tongue, I take a step further into the room and clear my throat.

His icy blue eyes swing my way and settle on me, fingers still on the edge of the shelf as he lowers himself to stand on flat feet. “Something to say?”

“Something to ask.” I drop my chin and grasp my left elbow before shaking my hand out and adopting a more confident stance. “What happened to us?”

He snorts, shaking his head as he turns for the bed. “We were forced to move to this shithole.”

“I don’t mean that,” I snap. “I’m talking about your attitude toward me.”

My pulse throbs heavily when he slowly pulls his head back and frowns. “My attitude?”

I shift my weight between my feet and nod, unable to speak without fear of my voice shaking.

“If I remember right, it was you who sided with these rednecks from the start, telling me to back off, let them do what they want. What happened to you?”

“I adapted.” Tears sting at my eyes. “I made the most of this God-forsaken situation.” I snort and shake my head while I stare down at the floor. “You never wanted to try, though, did you?”

“We were never meant to stay here,” he murmurs. “I never should have been made to come in the first place.”

“Not that it was the first time,” I quip.

His head snaps up; his brow pinched hard. “Something you’d like to share?”

“Perhaps. Anything you’d like to admit first?”

He snorts as though amused by my sudden aggressiveness toward him. “Anything else you need?” 

I turn away slightly, standing side on to Colt. “Not from you.”

His gaze burns into me as he watches me leave. 

He admitted it was his plan all along to get back to Riverbourne. Sure, I wanted that at the start too, but when I realised that there was a chance at making a good life out here, I should have known that would cost me the one I knew. 

We have different viewpoints on what’s best for our family. We see things on opposite ends of the spectrum. How did I think Colt and I could continue as we were when we strive for different goals?

I shove my bedroom door shut and lean back against it. Maybe Tuck was onto something after all? A break away from this madness would be great. The longer I stay in this house, with these people, the harder it gets to breathe.

I need to get out of this pressure cooker and feel the night breeze in my hair. 

I need room to think.

My feet pad softly across the floorboards, the wood cool under my skin thanks to the rapidly dropping temp outside. I snatch up my phone and then tug a jacket from my bags as I haphazardly message Maggie.

L: Help. I need to get the fuck out of here.

Her dots dance immediately. 

M: Fuck? Since when do you swear, Hollywood? She adds a laughing emoticon. I got you covered. 

L: Meet me at the corner. 

I shove my phone in one pocket, my feet in the boots Maggie and I bought my first week at Arcadia High. Dad’s reaction flashes through my mind, a pang of guilt settling in my chest. He’ll understand. 

If it were up to me, I’d stay. Given the option of living with Mum or Dad, I’d choose Dad over and over again. The life Mum wants to take me back to carries certain privileges, sure, but here I have the offer of freedom. No amount of money can buy the sense of relief and joy that brings. 

I haven’t had a single choice in what happens to me up to this point in my life. 

Maybe for once, I should?
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LACEY

Gravel crunches loudly beneath the wheels of Maggie’s car as we turn in the driveway. The sound reminds me of the little firecrackers we would let off on Guy Fawkes Day before they were outlawed. 

I’m unsure where she takes me. All she said after she picked me up at the corner of my street was that the party is the last place I need to be. Too loud, too volatile, too many people who would be eager to take advantage of my fragile emotions.

“How are you doing now?” Mags asks quietly. 

Her headlights reflect off the large windows of the building before us, highlighting her face. Arcadia RFC, the sign reads. I glance to the left and note the stands lining a grassy hill on one side of a large field.

“I feel a little numb, to be honest.”

She clicks her tongue and swings the car into a parking space. “Sounds like reality has set in.”

“I guess.” It feels more as though I can’t be bothered giving energy to anything that doesn’t make me feel good: frustration, anger, disappointment. They’re all emotions I’ve had enough of for today. “Is this where you play?”

“Sometimes.” She kills the engine and snags her woollen hat off the dash. “It’s also somewhere quiet to chill. I told Tuck he could find us here.”

My stomach flips when she gets out of the car, leaving me to flail for a response in the dark after she shuts her door. She told Tuck to come here? I get out and follow Maggie over the wooden bumpers in front of the parking spaces, and to the far end of the field.

“What happened to your Dad?” I ask Maggie while we climb moss-covered concrete bleachers. “Why’s he not around?”

She glances over her shoulder at me and then promptly spins to sit, facing the enormous goal posts. “He left when I was little.”

“Do you remember him?” I’m not sure why I ask, other for reassurance that after a while this change won’t hurt as bad as it does now.

Maggie shakes her head, the ends of her short black hair sticking out haphazardly beneath her hat. “I’ve got, like, glimpses of him. But to be honest, I can’t tell fact from fiction; what’s a memory from what I’ve created from Mum’s stories of him.”

“You haven’t heard from him since he left?” That sucks.

She shakes her head again, chin dropping as she takes in her clasped hands. 

“I’m sorry.”

Maggie shrugs. “I figure, if he can’t be bothered making contact with me then he’s not the kind of guy I want to know.”

Wise. 

“Why are your parents splitting?” Maggie turns her head to watch me answer.

I stare out over the ghostly field. Dim light seeps onto the grass from the clubrooms, yet the vast expanse of the area is shrouded in an eerie grey mist. “Colt said Mum is having an affair.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. And to top it off, it’s with a married man.” That’s what disgusts me the most about the whole situation.

She wasn’t content with wrecking our family; she had to destroy two. 

“Where will you go, then? When you return to Riverbourne.”

“I don’t know.” It was the last thing I thought to ask, but she has me thinking. “Mum doesn’t have a job, and we can’t shack up with him for obvious reasons, so I have no clue.”

“Fun times.”

“Yeah,” I say with a laugh.

Maggie stares out over the field, her eyes narrowing on something in the distance. I catch a slight rumble mixed with the faint sound of laughter before I discover what it is she noticed. At the far end of the sideline, two figures on horseback come into view. 

Tuck and Beau. 

The idiots are at full gallop, their horses tearing up the grass as they race toward us.

“Boys,” Maggie snorts.

I chuckle, watching the guys as they approach. The rich sound of Tuck’s laughter reaches my ears, the snatched moment of joy enough to lighten my mood. For a second I wonder if they’ll stop in time before they reach the bleachers, but my concerns are proven invalid when, with an enormous cry of defeat from Beau, the two of them lean back and pull hard on the reins. 

“You had a head start,” Beau complains.

“Bullshit,” Tuck says with a laugh. “Not my fault your stubborn mule is slow off the mark.”

“Ugh.” Maggie groans, leaning back on her elbows as the boys begin to climb the bleachers…still on horseback.

“Don’t talk about Betty like that,” Beau teases. “You’ll hurt her feelings.”

“Betty?” I ask Maggie.

She smiles. “Black Betty. Like the song.”

“Ladies.” Tuck greets with a tip of his hat.

I’m a damn puddle on the bleachers—I’m sure of it. 

He takes Major behind us to where the ground levels out, and dismounts. Beau follows suit, his gaze fixed on Maggie as he passes. She, however, fakes ignorance and pretends not to notice. But I’ve been around her enough to know she doesn’t stretch out like that naturally: her back arched and legs bent slightly off the ground.

“How was the party?” I ask as Tuck drops down to sit beside me.

He twists his lips before answering. “Not sure. I only stayed long enough to get this dumbarse.”

Beau picks up a loose stone and flicks it at Tuck. He stands beside Maggie, seemingly unsure whether he should sit or not. “Typical bullshit, really.”

“Did you win?” Maggie asks, tilting her head back to look up at him.

We’re shrouded by night, the little light reaching us just enough to make one another out. Still, when Beau glances down at her from beneath the brim of his black hat, even I get jitters low in my belly.

He’s madly in love with her. How can she not see that?

“Yeah. I won.”

“Good.” She swallows hard and looks back out at the field.

“How you doin’?” Tuck knocks his elbow into my arm. “You seem a little happier than when I saw you last.”

I smile and duck my chin. “I took advice from a friend.”

“A friend, huh?” He grins. “Must meet this guy some time.”

“Who says it was a guy?” I tease in return.

His steady gaze finds mine, and he reaches between us to tug at the brim of my woolly hat with two fingers. “I like this. It’s cute on you.”

You’re cute too. “Thanks.”

He holds my gaze for a hot second before looking past me to Maggie. “So. What’s the plan, Mags?”

“Not sure. What do you boys think we should do?”

Tuck leans forward, elbows on his knees. “Can’t go bunny shooting; don’t have my gun. We could see if the liquor shop has any full crate bottles outside. Otherwise, I don’t know.”

“What do you think?” Mags turns toward me as she sits forward. “It’s your last hoorah before you get dragged back to the city. What do you want to do?”

“As corny as it sounds, I’m just happy to hang out with you guys.”

“Not corny at all.” Tuck eases back, braced on his elbows. “I’ve got another idea, though.”

“Yeah?” Maggie leans forward to see around me. “Like what?”

Tuck holds my eye, the slight tilt to his lips bringing out a smile of my own. “I know you aren’t much of a horse person,” he says. “But you haven’t told me if you’ve ever ridden one.”

Oh, God. Embarrassment imminent. “I haven’t. No.”

“Perfect.” He rises to his feet before I can protest, a hand offered to me.

I take it and allow him to pull me up, glancing to Maggie for help.

She lifts both hands. “I already know how to ride. You aren’t roping me into this.”

Beau finally drops to his arse. “We’ll watch from here. It’s sure to be amusing.”

“Gee,” I sass. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“It’s not you that I’m worried about.” Beau glances past me to where Tuck gathers Major’s reins. 

I spin and close the few steps between Tuck and me. “Is this safe?”

He ducks his head in a lame attempt at hiding his grin. “Sure.” The amused way he says it doesn’t instil much confidence in me. “I’ll be there in case he spooks.”

“When he spooks,” Beau corrects. “You should use Betty.”

“Nope.” Tuck hands me the reins. “My lesson. My horse.” He jerks his head and then starts down the concrete risers. “Come on.”

I roll my eyes back in my head and then look to Major with tight lips. “Be nice to me.”

The best answer I get is a nudge to my chest with his nose.

When I wanted this night to be memorable, a visit to the ER was not what I had in mind.

“How far is it to the hospital anyway?” I ask Mags, taking the first step down to the field.

“Have faith, Hollywood.” She laughs. “It won’t hurt that much.”

“How can you be so sure?” Major follows me at a steady pace, his tack rattling with each jerky shift of his hips. 

“Because I’m sure Tuck will be there to catch you,” she calls out. “Right, Tuck?”

He grins, walking backward onto the field. “Always, baby.”
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TUCK

She looks cute as hell leading my horse down to the level ground. Her blonde hair flows from beneath that grey beanie of hers, the pinkish jacket tailored to showcase her slim waist and curvy hips. Don’t get me started on the slim-fit jeans that make it seem as though her legs go on for miles with each step that she takes. 

Or the fact she wore the damn boots that make thinking with the right head near impossible.

I hope like hell Major doesn’t fuck this up.

“First lesson: how to get on,” I say as Lacey brings Major to a stop before me. 

“Don’t I need something to stand on?” She glances around at the flat grass.

“How good is your balance?”

“Fine.” A small smile plays on her lips. 

“Upper body strength?”

Her gaze drops, a frown pulling at her brow. “I don’t know.”

“Let’s find out then.” I move behind her, hyper-aware of how similar this feels to that day in the darkroom. “First, you need to put the reins around Major’s neck. “I take them from her, ensuring she stays tucked before me. “Pass one under like this and loop it with the other at the top.”

She watches every little detail with fierce concentration. I love how focused she is, how unafraid of a challenge. 

“See how I have it at his mane?”

Lacey nods, taking the reins in hand when I gesture toward them. “Yeah.”

“With your back to his head, so you have control if he moves, I want you to keep your left hand tight in his mane there.” I settle my hands on her hips to guide her. “Like this.”

She glances toward Maggie and Beau. Every dam muscle in her body tenses.

“Relax,” I urge, whispering the word in her ear.

She stiffens more—if that was even possible. Knowing I affect her as much as she affects me? Yeah—it’s awesome. 

“You’re going to put your left foot in the stirrup and then hop until you face the saddle, okay?” I twist the stirrup around for her and hold it steady.

“That is a long way off the ground, Tuck.” Her eyebrows shoot up.

“You can do it. I’ll boost you if need be.”

A sigh escapes her before she awkwardly lifts her boot into the stirrup. 

“Now, hop.”

Fuck, it’s cute. And funny as hell. Maggie laughs in the stands as Lacey bounces on her toe to turn to face Major. 

“Now grab the horn and pull yourself up like you’re standing, pushing with the foot in the stirrup.” I set my hands back on her waist, ready to help her get on. Major is a tall horse, and she is nothing more than a slip of a girl.

Lacey hops once, twice, and then leaps with a grunt. She falls back to her starting position and sighs. “It’s too far, Tuck.”

“You just think it is. Try again.”

Blue eyes flick to mine, her mouth set in a firm line. 

Major shifts on his feet. 

“Hey.” I knock him in the shoulder. “Be patient, arsehole.”

Lacey giggles and shakes her head, lining up the saddle for one more go. I get closer, brace my feet, and push her the last of the way so that she stands in the stirrup, leaning over Major’s back.

“Now what?”

The terror in her voice is ridiculous. “Swing your leg over.”

“What if I fall off? Tuck!”

“Calm the hell down.” I can barely get the words out; my laugh echoed from the two spectators in the stands. “Don’t let go, and you’ll be fine.”

With wide eyes, Lacey seats herself on Major’s back; hands fisted tightly in his mane. The poor guy’s neck probably burns from the hold she has on him. 

I reach up and give the saddle a shunt to make sure the tree is lined up correctly on his spine. “Comfortable?”

“I think so?”

“I wasn’t asking you,” I tease.

She glares down at me.

“Now, ease up, reins taut but not tight, and hold on.” I dig two knuckles into Major’s side.

“Why? What are—” Her words fail her when her mount moves forward. “Oh my, God. I’m doing it. I’m on a frickin’ horse.”

“Not so scary, huh?” I stay alongside in case the idiot spooks. 

“I haven’t moved a muscle.” Lacey laughs. 

“You’ll ease into it.”

We make two complete rounds of the field this way. There’s no point rushing her. She’s happy just to be on Major’s back, giving Maggie a little wave when we pass by. 

I lift an eyebrow at Beau, who reclines next to Mags, his leg pressed up against her. The guy is too damn soft for his own good. She acts tough, that girl, but I bet all she wants is for the damn idiot to take charge and show her how much he likes her. 

True to form, Lacey softens into the saddle the more we move. Her shoulders drop, her hands relaxed on her thighs. A natural smile remains on her blush lips, eyes bright while she watches Major do his thing. 

“Maybe we could do this more often, huh?” I peer up at her. 

The smile fades. “I don’t want to make promises I might not be able to keep.”

“Why couldn’t you?” I flinch at the harshness I fail to keep out of my tone. 

“Do you honestly believe my parents would give me a lift out here to see you?”

I bring Major to a halt. “Why can’t I come see you?”

“And bring this guy?” She scoffs. “You can’t give me riding lessons in the city, Tuck.”

“I can give you other things, though.”

“Lace!” 

I could throttle Maggie right now. 

Lacey lifts her head to look behind me. “What’s the matter?”

Mags sprints across the field, phone held out in her hand. “You need to take this.”

The frustration that courses through me at the interruption shifts quickly to concern. Maggie reaches our duo, shoving the live call toward Lacey with raised eyebrows. 

My girl reaches for it, worry etched into her features as she lifts the phone to her ear. “Hello?” Her worry morphs to panic.

“Who is it?” I whisper to Mags.

She tugs me away a few steps. “My mum. Lacey’s parents have been trying to track her down. They rang the damn cops, Tuck.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. Marsh said that she might be with me, so he rung my mum, and, well…” She gestures toward Lacey and bops her head to one side. “Here we are.”

I drag a hand over my chin and sigh. “I should take her home.”

“No way.” Maggie sets a hand on my arm, gaining the attention on Beau who walks over to join us. “I’ll take her home. If you show up, then you can kiss knowing her goodbye. At least if it’s me, I can bullshit and say we were out alone.”

“Good idea.” I nod, shifting focus back to Lacey who wraps up the call.

“Yep. Thank you … I will … Bye.” Lacey disconnects and then offers the phone to Maggie.

I reach up and take Major’s reins from her. “I’ll help you down.”

Her gaze drops to the horse’s neck, lifting to his flicking ears before she nods. “Yeah. Okay.”

This sucks. Massively. I finally had Lacey at ease in my goddamn world, and now she has to go.

Fuck being kids with the wants and needs of adults. Emotionally, we’re grown up and searching for what we need, but physically we’re treated like children and still dictated to about what it is we should want. 

Talk about a fucking rock and a hard place. 

“I’m sorry about this.” Lacey slides her farthest leg over Major to stand in the one stirrup. 

“Lean over the saddle and slip your foot out. You can drop to the ground, then.”

She sighs, misreading my instruction as a dismissal. I just didn’t want to leave her hanging in mid-air while I told the girl that none of this is her fault; she has nothing to apologise for. 

I guide Lacey to the grass, hands firm against her waist once more. This time I don’t let go. She inhales sharply when I pull her toward me, leaving Major to do whatever the fuck he wants while I trap the girl for one last minute. 

“Do you think if I never let you go that they’d let you stay?”

I catch Beau tugging Maggie toward her car in my periphery. 

“Tuck …” Lace swallows audibly. “Don’t make this more than it is.”

“What?” The rejection stings like a sharp barb to the heart. I spin her around to face me. “What the hell was that?”

Her jaw sets firm; her eyes averted as she stares out to the side of us at nothing important. “I like you.” Her icy blues send a chill down my spine when she settles them on my face. “But it’s not as though we were in love or anything. You’ll get over me soon enough.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I realise how hard I hold her by the arms when she flinches. “You can spit out this bullshit as much as you like, Lacey, but it’ll always be a lie.”

One delicate eyebrow lifts. I shunt her away as though she burns to the touch. Her dismissal sure does. 

Who is this girl? Where the fuck did she come from?

“I’m a realist, Tuck.” For a brief millisecond, I see it—regret. “You and I were never able to be anything more than a little fun. We’re just too… different.”

“Like fuck we are.” I step around her and snatch up Major’s reins, startling him from his grazing. “But if it makes you feel better, you were nothing but a fucking dare, to begin with, too.”

I catch the gasp behind me as I shove myself into the saddle. 

She wants to hurt me to make herself feel better about this. Then guess what?

I’m the fucking master of making people hurt for fun; I didn’t earn my place in the Mavericks for free.

But I guess she never bothered to think that little detail through. If she did, she’d know the same as I do.

That when you mess with matters of the heart, nobody wins.
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LACEY

“Are we going to talk about it?” Maggie stares out the windscreen at the darkened street ahead.

We’ve parked two houses down from mine, lights off, engine idling to keep the heater on.

“Talk about what?” My forehead hurts with how hard I frown, but damn it all, the focus keeps me from crying.

“About how you blew off Tuck.” She settles a firm stare on me. “I have never seen him that upset. He’s usually a jerk, sure, but he’s not one to show when people get to him, Lace.”

“It’s not as though you two are close,” I snap, hating how bitter the words taste as I spit them at my only friend. “How would you know how he normally reacts?”

Maggie sighs heavily out her nose. “I get it—this sucks. But being a nasty bitch to the people in your corner isn’t the answer.”

She’s right; it’s not. But choosing anger over heartache is called survival. 

“I’m sorry if that’s how you feel.” A rush of cold air hits me hard when I open the door. I grit my teeth against the shock of it and climb out of Maggie’s car before the chill wakes me the hell up. “Thanks for the lift.”

“Lace…”

I hesitate, tension rife in my hand from my readiness to shut the door on her.

“Take care, okay? Don’t be a stranger.”

“Yeah. I will.” I close the door a little softer than I initially intended and take a step back. 

Maggie gives a brief wave before she flicks the lights on and pulls into the road. I watch her go, letting the finality of it all sink in, and turn toward the house with a sigh.

Forty metres is barely enough to steel myself for what awaits on the other side of the door, even when I drag my feet. 

“Wait. Colt, see who that is.” My mother’s voice carries through the house.

I shut the door behind me, back toward the rising storm, and kick off my boots.

“Christ, Lacey,” Colt whispers behind me. “You’ve pushed it too far.”

He almost sounds remorseful, like the old Colt who would be on my side no matter what. I look up, hope heavy in my chest that I’ll find his soft smile waiting for me.

Instead, I receive a disappointed frown and a slight turn of the body to indicate I should go first. 

Mum commands the living room; hands on her waist, elbows out wide. I glance past her to Dad. He sits in his chair, staring absently at nothing of importance on the coffee table. If I wanted him to fight for me to stay, then running off probably wasn’t such a hot idea.

“Where the hell have you been?” Mum growls, pacing toward me.

I back up a step and find myself smack up against Colt. Tense hands settle on my shoulders, and he gently pushes me forward so he can enter the room. 

“I wanted to have time to think this through,” I explain. “I needed room to breathe.”

Dad nods slightly in my periphery, yet I don’t shift my focus from Mum. I’ve seen her this angry before, like when a new servant forgot to pick up an essential gown in time for an evening soiree. But never towards any of us. 

“Do you have any idea what I’ve had to do to track you down?”

“Some,” I mumble.

“How embarrassing it is to admit that I don’t know where my daughter is?”

Typical. Alicia cares more about how this reflects on her than why I needed to run away in the first place. 

“If you think this little stunt did you any favours,” she says with a snort, “then you’re grossly mistaken.” Jaw slack, she presses the tip of her tongue against her molars. The disgust she has for me at this moment begs me to cry, yet I won’t fold.

Not yet.

“You’re grounded when we get to Riverbourne, Lacey. And when I say grounded, I don’t mean this relaxed rubbish your father gave you. I mean you will be escorted to and from school, and in between, you will not leave the house.”

“You haven’t even told me where we’re going to live,” I argue. “How can we afford to be in Riverbourne when you don’t work, Mum?”

“I’ve taken care of that.” Her head drops, hands before her as she turns away.

I look toward where Colt sits on the sofa beside Dad’s chair. His silent plea is for me to leave it, to question these things later when emotions don’t run so high. But isn’t it human nature to want to be prepared? I’m done with surprises. 

I ache for some stability in my life.

I guess I’ll get that when I’m a prisoner in my own house. 

I won’t say home, because that’s not what it is without Dad. Home is where the heart is, and I’m leaving most of mine in Arcadia. 

The heels of Mum’s boots click across the floorboards behind me. “Do you have everything?”

I look at Dad, wishing he would meet my eye. “I have everything I’m allowed.”

“Good. Then we better get on the road. I don’t like that after your disobedience Colt has to drive at night.”

“He drives at night all the time, Mum,” I sass, spinning to find her with her handbag poised in the crook of her elbow. “So don’t try to make me feel guilty for things that don’t actually matter.”

“Lace—”

“Leave her be, Alicia.” Dad rises from his armchair. “I think we’ve all said our piece.” He crosses the living room, trailing Colt as my brother heads for the door.

“Dad.” My damn chin puckers.

“It’s not forever, honey.” He smiles, wrapping his strong arms around me.

I bury my face in his shirt and inhale as much as I can of him, hands fisted in the sides of the garment.

“You’ll be back to visit on weekends.”

“I know.” My throat aches, my chest tight. “I wish it were opposite though.”

“I know.” He places a soft kiss to the top of my head, and then gently urges me to let go. “Now, go get in the car with your brother. Ring me when you get there.”

“Okay.” 

He slings his hands in his pockets, smiling while I head out to the driveway. Mum keeps her head bowed as I pass by, her eyes glazed while she stares at the floor beneath my feet. I find it curious that she wants to be the last to say goodbye to a man she chose to leave, but I guess after twenty-plus years together, some level of love must remain.

Colt waits in the Explorer, engine running and heater blasting when I open the passenger’s door. He leans one elbow on the door beside him; head turned to watch me climb up. 

“Give it time, sis. Before long this will be nothing but a bad holiday and we’ll be back to normal at Riverbourne.”

“Except Dad isn’t coming with us.”

He sighs, turning his head to watch Mum as she crosses to her car. “No. He’s not. But hey, look at the bright side. Two houses to hang out at. Twice the presents on your birthday.”

I roll my eyes, buckling up before he reverses out the drive. “I’m not five, Colt. I care about more than those things.”

“I don’t.” I can’t read his face; his head turned away while he checks the side mirror. “Crying over spilt milk won’t fix the problem. You’re better off learning to bottle this hurt up to use when it’s helpful.”

“Do you even hear yourself?” I frown his way. “When the hell would heartache be useful?”

“When you want to remember why it is you hate somebody,” he levels, glaring at me before we start down the road behind Mum.

“I have no reason to hate anyone.” As much as I wish I could.

I glare at Mum’s tail-lights. I wish I could channel this anger solely into her, but underneath all that vanity is a woman who held me as a baby. It might have been a while ago, but before I became a young woman, I was still her child. And if I dig back far enough, I have warm memories of afternoons in her lap at social outings while she broke finger food into bite-size pieces for me.

She’s still my mother, and I can’t switch that love off. Ever. 

Which makes me crazy to think I could ever forget the way Tuck made me feel.

What the hell did I do?
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LACEY

I must have picked up my phone a million times on the ride into the city, scolding myself internally each time before I set it down again. The need to connect with Maggie, Tuck, or both of them, frustrates me. It’s weak, being so dependent on others to make you feel okay.

And yet, here I now stand with the damn device pressed painfully into my palm while I silently beg for it to ring or chime and save me from this waking hell. 

Perhaps I was a little hasty in burning my bridges?

“Don’t say a thing,” Mum warns, ushering Colt and me up the steps of the expansive home. “Reserve your judgement for later.”

We’re staying at the Mayberry’s second house on the outskirts of Riverbourne. The property is far from the suburbs, though. The residences out here are four acres minimum and have five-foot block fences bordering their perfectly manicured lawns and gardens.

We’re officially smack dab in the middle of the millionaire’s club.

Dirty millionaires. People who profit from others misfortune.

At least, at this house they do.

“Please tell me this is temporary.” I close my eyes briefly, hoping when I open them that I’m not in the glittering foyer of a borderline mansion and instead, stuck in a dream.

A very bad, bad dream.

“It’s for as long as we need it to be.”

“I don’t want to know what you’re giving Derek to repay the favour,” I grumble. “Does his wife know we’re here?”

“Of course, she does.”

Colt flashes me a warning glare.

Mum continues, unfazed. “He’s helping out a friend in need, as is she. They’re both glad to have us. All three of us.”

Yeah, because if Mum had moved in here on her own, it would have definitely looked like a mistress edging into the marital bed, wouldn’t it? No wonder she got us in the deal.

“You can have Christian’s room, Lacey. Colt, you can have the guest room. I understand the other bedroom is used as a gym.”

“You’re taking the master suite?” Colt clarifies.

Mum nods. “Yes. That way I’m at the other end of the house, and I don’t disturb you both.”

More like, that way we don’t know how many times Derek comes and goes in the night. Blergh.

As much as I hate to, I have to give the Mayberry’s credit; they know how to pick a beautiful property. The foyer opens into the vast living area, stackable glass doors on the far side leading out to a lawn that stretches as far as the eye can see, almost. 

Christian’s mum has decorated the space with plush sofas in a pale pink that matches the roses on the patio. Pendant lights hang over a wide marble counter, the kitchen something I could imagine a five-star chef feeling at home in. Gold frames around simple sketches decorate the walls, the recessed lights in the ceiling reflecting off their polished surfaces to give an almost glittery feel to the house. 

The cool, crisp finish makes the place feel like a hotel. That, I can work with. I’d much rather pretend we’re here on holiday than moving into permanent lodgings.

“Are you coming to check out your new room?” Colt asks from my right. 

I turn my head as he walks back into the open-plan space, and wonder how long I was lost in my thoughts if he’s already had time to scout the residence.

“I guess so.”

“It’s the second one on the left.” Hands slung in his pockets, he watches me with a slight grin while I head for the hallway.

Sensor lights flicker on at my feet, illuminating the wide walkway with dull light as I move. They shut off behind me, as though urging me to carry on. I enter Christian’s room through the open double doors and slow until I come to a complete stop in the middle of the large room.

It’s nothing like I would have expected. I assumed there would be heavy charcoal accents, perhaps black. A definite masculine edge to an impersonal room—much like the boy who usually sleeps here.

Instead, a desk sits to the right with two monitors and an array of cameras on various stands pointing to the workspace. The light timber is reflected in the frame of the bed, pale green bedding lifting the room with a burst of colour. My eyes pull toward the huge print of Steamboat Willie on one wall, and what looks to be Walt Disney’s actual signature on a plaque at the base. 

Either this room hasn’t been used in years, or Christian has a secret side. 

Interesting. 

“Can we talk?” I turn to find Mum in the doorway, arms folded across her middle and hands clasped at her elbows. “While your brother is busy unpacking the car.”

“Sure.” It’s not as though I can say no.

She enters the room, her light cardigan flowing behind her while she crosses to the desk chair. Soft blonde waves sit on her shoulders, giving her an easy-going edge as she turns the chair toward me and takes a seat.

I back toward the bed and drop to the side, setting my phone down on the covers.

“This transition has been stressful for all of us,” she starts.

“Which one?” I sass.

Her brow dives. “Don’t try to be cute. It’s not becoming of you.” She hesitates to wait for Colt to pass the door, box in his arms. “What I wanted to say, is that I know I haven’t been the best mother lately.”

I turn my head away, hands jammed between my knees, and stare at the print on the wall. The mouse’s wide smile taunts me with its joy. 

“I don’t expect you to understand why your father and I have decided to go our separate ways, but I want you to at least promise to remember that the decision wasn’t made lightly. Can you do that?”

I nod. 

“Relationships are complex when you’re an adult, honey. There’s a lot that goes on that you and your brother don’t see.”

“I think we see more than you give us credit for,” I retort, bringing my gaze back to hers.

She swallows and glances to the floor. “I’m sure. I hope that in time things can return to how they were between you and me, though.”

“I don’t.”

She stiffens at my reply.

“Tell me one thing, Mum.” I glance at Colt as he heads back to the car, briefly locking stares with him. “What am I to you? What is it you want from me?”

“What do you mean, Lacey?” She idly fusses with the neckline of her shirt. 

“Why do you want me to marry into money? Am I an investment for you?” I bite back the sting of tears and will myself to stay focused on her reaction so that I don’t miss a thing.

She leans back slowly, exhaling slowly out her nose. The resolve is there in her glazed stare, the realisation that we’re at the point where we need to have that conversation. I may look like a child, but I’ve been forced to think like an adult—she can’t hide the truth from me forever.

“No.” The single word is the most truthful thing I’ve heard my mother say. Her shoulders drop, her chin also before she lifts her head to settle a tired gaze on me. “You know how your father and I met, don’t you?” Mum rises from the desk chair, crossing to the bed to take a seat beside me.

I swivel, tucking my leg nearest her onto the bed so I can face her better. “He summered where your family did.”

She nods once. “Yes. My parents hated him, and after this, well, they still do.”

“Why?” She’s never told me this part before.

“Because he was reckless.” She smiles softly. It almost looks like regret tinged with sadness. Does she miss him? “Your father was the bad boy, the rebel. He would tear up and down the street in the little town on his dirt bike, shirtless, without a care in the world.”

“Are you talking about my dad?” I tease.

She smiles. “I’m afraid so.”

“Is that why we don’t see Nonna and Poppa anymore?” I ask, frowning. 

Mum falls silent, her gaze locked onto the floor at our feet for a moment before she sighs a single, “Yes.” 

Before I can think too hard on why I even want to, I reach out and set my hand over hers. She startles at the connection, and it’s then that I realise I haven’t held my mother in a long, long time. We’ve grown so far apart, always testing each other, that we’ve forgotten the simplicity of what a mother and daughter are: connected.

“I don’t want you to face the same trouble I did,” she confides. “I’m hard on you, I know, and I’m sorry that you mistook that as coming from a lack of love. It might take time, but I want to rectify that. Will you let me?”

“I’ll try.”

“Good.” She turns her hand under mine, linking our fingers. “You’re so much like me when I was your age: stubborn and optimistic.”

“You’re still like that, Mum,” I say with a laugh.

She chuckles softly. “Just stubborn.” Her lips purse briefly. “Promise me you’ll stay away from that boy when you visit your father.”

I slide my hand from hers, the connection not so comforting anymore. “I can’t do that.”

“You have to.” She huffs out a breath. “There’s no future with a boy like him. What can he offer you?”

“A lot.”

Her shoulders rise, the cool indifference sliding back to Mum’s face with ease. “Go and help your brother unpack, and then you can get some rest. We have a busy day tomorrow.”

Two steps forward, one back. I watch my mother leave, a dead weight fixing me to the bed. 

As much as I wish they could, feelings don’t change overnight. We still have a lot of hostility to resolve, and that won’t happen within the space of one open and heartfelt conversation.

A message lights up on the screen of my phone reminding me that the same could be said for love.

Just because I choose to end it, doesn’t mean I automatically stop seeking him out.

One day at a time.
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TUCK

Sally snorts while I right myself in the saddle, the gate closed and latched. I run an absent hand along her neck and squint while I try to make out the vehicle in the yards. I’m pretty sure it’s Beau, but after the shit night’s sleep I had, my eyes don’t seem to want to focus all that well today.

I lay awake for hours, frustrated by the cycle of thoughts in my head. Anything from how to get Lacey back to Arcadia, through to why the fuck I’m so stuck on a rich-bitch like her anyway. 

I used to play out here in these yards as a kid, watching my mum and dad and assuming I’d grow up to have the same style of life and love as they did. Mum would take care of the young animals and the house, Dad in charge of the hard labour. 

They were happy. He was the hard arse he still is today, but Mum’s softness balanced the scales. I thought I’d end up with a good country girl like her, a woman unafraid of manual labour and with the tenacity to see the lean times through. 

Instead, my damn heart trips over itself and smacks face-first into a girl who’s cut out for high tea in some swanky mansion while her husband pulls in the dollars to pay her credit card bill. 

What the fuck is up with that?

“How’s she going?” Beau asks, nodding toward Sally as I ride up. “Your old man recently broke her in, right?”

“A month ago, yeah. She’s still soft on the bit, but he’s working on that.”

“Quiet though.” He appraises the horse, running a hand down her forequarter while I dismount. “Rare for an ex-racehorse.”

“That’s why she’s an ex-racehorse,” I point out. “Built for speed physically but not mentally.”

My old man has always bought his stock from the glue truck. People get shit payouts for quality animals, and the shark flicks them on to my dad for a small profit. I told him he should turn it into a side business, but he insists he only has the time to train what he needs. 

“What brings you over?” I glance at Beau while we head for the tack room.

He shoves his hands in his pockets and shrugs. “Bored.”

“I call bullshit.” Sally starts at a gunshot in the distance, settling before I hitch her to the hook. “Pigs in the lower break,” I explain to Beau.

He nods, settling his back against the side of the broken shed. “Let me know if he wants help. I haven’t got a pig in ages.”

“Yeah, sure.” I unbuckle the girth and slide the saddle from Sally’s back. “Did you head back to the party last night?” He seemed frustrated when Maggie left with Lacey. 

“Nah. I went home. Wasn’t in the mood.”

I nod, disappearing inside the shed to set the saddle on its stand. “Have you heard from her this morning?” I call back to Beau.

“Nope. You?”

“Wasn’t expecting to,” I reason, hoping to slide away from explaining more.

Beau takes the halter and lead from me and slips the rope over Sally’s neck while I work on her bridle. “I can ask Mags what she knows if you want me to?”

Looks like we’re going there anyway. “No point, is there?”

I want him to tell me no, there isn’t, but I also know better than to expect anything but the truth from Beau. “Might settle your head, mate.”

“My head is just fine,” I grumble.

He slides the halter on, hitching Sally to the hook again. “You sound like your old man.”

“Cold.”

Beau chuckles. “Be straight with me, man. You really like the girl, hey?”

“Thought I made it obvious.”

“You told her she was a dare, dickhead.”

I glare at the dark-haired jerk before running a quick brush over Sally. 

“Yeah. I heard that parting shot,” he says with a slight frown.

“Johnson did say he thought she wouldn’t take an interest in guys like us.”

“I don’t think he was daring you to prove him wrong,” Beau deadpans, checking the mare’s hooves for stones while he waits on me to finish. 

“So, I might have stretched the truth. Sue me.” Might also be keeping a little something from him too.

“You’re cold when someone gets under your skin, bro. You could message her and fix it up.”

“Again, there isn’t much point, is there?” I toss the brush inside the tack room with a satisfying clunk. “What are you up to for the day?”

“Don’t know. What were you going to do?”

“Fucked if I know.” I jerk Sally’s lead off the hook and start for her paddock. “I need to blow off steam, though. Otherwise, I’m likely to pummel some fucker at school tomorrow.”

“I thought you were suspended?”

“I was. It was only for one week.” Pretty sure Mr Rothwell didn’t want to make my old man madder than he needed to be. 

I think the old guy wanted to look out for me. 

“You and Johnson good after all that went down?”

I shrug. 

I don’t know. Hadn’t thought too hard on it. He seemed determined to make it up to me, happy enough to do as I said and take it easy on Lacey when I asked him to, but other than that we haven’t talked about it.

“He said anything to you about it?” I lead Sally through the gate and unclip her. 

She trots off toward the horse Dad broke in last year—a Palomino gelding called Wick—with her head held high.

Beau latches the chain after I exit. “He might be reckless, but he keeps his word, Tuck.”

“I know.” 

I made the jerk swear never to say a thing when I bailed him out, but after one too many shots, he let half the cat out of the bag with Beau. I owed him—simple as that.

We’re even now. 

“You want to take a drive and see what Ed’s up to?” Beau glances toward the house.

“Yeah. I’ll go change first.” I knock a loose fist into Beau’s arm. “You’re safe. The old man is out until lunch waiting on those pigs.”

He relaxes, a sly grin tugging at his mouth. “Your dad scares the shit out of me, mate. I don’t know how you do it.”

“Neither do I most days.” We reach the back step, where I then kick off my dirty boots. “Where has Ed been? I haven’t seen him much other than at the bonfires on the weekend.”

Beau follows suit, flicking his boots off his feet despite them being clean for the most part. Etiquette. You don’t wear your shoes in another person’s house—period. “He’s around. I catch up with him at lunch sometimes. I think he’s pissed you and Johnson have stolen his limelight lately.”

“Drama queen.” I shake my head as we walk inside.

The familiar warmth of an early morning fire wraps around me. I cross to the open hearth in the kitchen and stoke the embers before putting another slow-burning gum log on. 

Beau fills the electric jug and sets it on its base, flicking the switch before he hunts down two clean coffee cups. 

“Kurt decided to change Bianca’s roster to weekdays instead of Tuesday to Saturday,” I explain. “Said it would be good practice for me to learn how to clean up after myself.”

Beau snorts. “As if you’ll move out before you’re thirty. You’ll stay here until he lets you take over, won’t you?”

I shrug and take a seat at the wooden table. “Don’t know. I haven’t decided if I want to continue with his beef stock or do something else.”

“Like what?” Beau sneaks a look at me while he dries off two rinsed mugs. 

“Horses. There aren’t a lot of stud farms local to Arcadia.”

“Because they don’t make money,” he levels. “Why get a workhorse when a machine can do it in a quarter of the time?”

“Tractors still can’t go half the places horses can in the gullies.”

“Exactly, which is why men like my dad keep in business maintaining the access tracks for men like yours. Besides, nobody minds finding a workaround. You’re talking about a nation of innovators, mate. We don’t do things the same way we always have anymore.”

“Maybe.” But with the Internet and social media, I wouldn’t be limited to selling to people within my zip code only, either. 

I don’t tell Beau that, though. Not when he smiles like I’ve lost my damn mind. 

Still, if I got one thing from Kurt Brallant, it was how to be as stubborn as a damn mule when it comes to going after what you want in life.

And a career with horses is only one of those things. 
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LACEY

Heels don’t feel right anymore. I shift my feet restlessly while we wait to be seated, wishing for the comfort of my boots. The clatter of cutlery on fine china punctuates the spaces between the light banter of the customers. 

Sunday brunch at Eastern Pier. As familiar as this feels, I can’t say I missed it. 

“If you could follow me, please.” The waiter weaves through tables to lead us toward our allotted spot.

Derek waits at the table with his wife, Marion, and only child, Christian. The perfect upper-class picture.

“Thank you so much for having us,” Mum gushes, extending a hand for Derek before placing a requisite kiss to Marion’s cheek.

“Alicia. So lovely to see you and the children in good spirits this morning,” she gushes with all the sincerity of the Big Bad Wolf in grandma’s clothing.

“How could we not be with such lovely weather?” Mum takes her seat opposite Derek, and gestures for Colt and I to take ours. “I promise we won’t overstay our welcome.”

Judging by the look on Derek’s face alone, Marion’s already expressed in private that we have by being in their house, to begin with.

“Enjoy being back to your roots?” Christian asks, leaning both elbows on the table while Colt helps to scoot my chair in.

“Hardly.” I push the tablecloth out of the way of Colt’s legs as he slides into place on his chair. “I’m sure you’re enjoying this situation immensely though, aren’t you, Christian?”

The adults converse at the far end of the table, oblivious to the lower-level politics playing out amongst their children. 

“Gosh. We’ve only just begun,” Christian taunts. “Colt, my man. Glad to have you back.” He lifts a hand over the table to take my brother’s in a quick shake.

“Good to be here,” Colt responds. “What have I missed?”

“Plenty of time to catch up on the gossip at school tomorrow,” Christian dismisses. “I want to know how things are in Arcadia. I’m guessing those rednecks think they won this little battle?”

I accept the menu from our waiter, thankful for the distraction from the conversation. 

“As predicted,” Colt says. “Although I think we’ve rattled them as intended.”

“As intended?” I dip my menu to look at the boys.

Christian smiles. 

“We want them to remember that us keeping our business in Riverbourne is a privilege, not a right.”

I frown at Colt, unsure of what exactly he means.

“In other words,” Christian says with a roll of his eyes, “we want them to remember that we can come fuck up their perfect little picture-postcard world whenever the hell we feel like it because we’re in charge—everywhere.”

“You two sound like spoilt little kids at the sandpit, you know that?” I lift my menu again.

Christian tugs it down. “I’m glad you understand, Lacey.” He snorts, letting the embossed card go. “If we want to maximise what we’re given by name, we need somewhere and some way to expand our interests.”

“Real estate never disappoints, sis.” Colt peruses the options before him.

My stomach turns. Tuck and Johnson were right; our families are after their land. Or at least, the next generation is. 

“What will you be having?” Christian asks. 

“I don’t think I’m hungry anymore.”

He turns to the waiter who’s reappeared from God only knows where, and orders for me. “She’ll have the salmon.”

I hand the over-the-top menu to the server and shift my attention to Mum. She oozes grace and beauty, her long, naturally blonde hair pulled back into a loose bun at the nape of her neck. A wide-necked silk tunic showcases her beautiful collarbones, the gleaming gold of a delicate chain adds another layer of elegance to her appearance. She looks like a decadent dessert, appealing but also so well put together that you almost want to leave it untouched so you can appreciate its beauty.

But like all things sweet, most people can’t help but indulge. 

As much as I hate what she tries to make me, looking at her now, I have to appreciate how well she plays the part of the mistress. No woman can compete with Alicia’s beauty.

Not many girls can compete with mine—something I’m reminded of when I catch the eye of a guy around our age at a table three over. 

I suppose that’s what I found refreshing about Arcadia—women were judged on so much more than their appearance. 

“Barret was interested to hear you had returned, Lacey.” Christian draws my attention back to him with a subject he knows I won’t be able to resist. “As was Greer. You didn’t tell your best friend you were moving back?”

“The news was sudden,” I state. “I haven’t had time to catch up with her yet. When did you speak with her?”

He exchanges a look with Colt, who clears his throat.

“How long have you known we were coming back to Riverbourne?” I direct the question squarely at my brother.

He licks his lips and then rubs them together before answering. “A few days more than you.”

Just as I suspected; he and Mum worked together on this. “You know, I think I’ll pass on brunch.” I set my napkin on the empty place setting and stand. “I might take the opportunity to catch up with Greer, as you so helpfully pointed out I should,” I announce.

Mum’s head turns to take in my departure; her jaw slacks while she fishes for words. 

“Don’t worry, Alicia.” Derek sets his hand on hers briefly. “Let Lacey see her friends. It’s been a while.”

I don’t miss the vitriol in Marion’s wide-eyed grimace. 

She knows. We all know. 

And yet, here they all sit playing happy families while the elephant in the room forges a goddamn path between every single relationship it can find: parents and children, husbands and wives… friends. 

There’s something unpalatable about waking up to the truth: the inability to return to your blissful ignorance. 

The truth will set you free, or so it’s said. For me, the only thing it’s done is highlight the bars of my durable cage.

The hum of traffic smothers me when I step outside, the warmth of the morning sun hidden by the overbearing shadows of the buildings around us. As I start the arduous journey towards Greer’s in heels that already hurt my feet, I know one thing for sure.

If I stay in Arcadia, I accept a life sentence. 

Penance for a crime that was never mine, to begin with.

Whatever happens at school tomorrow, I can’t stay here. I need to get out.

I need the wide-open spaces of Arcadia so that I can breathe again.

So that I can love and feel loved.
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TUCK

“Fuck, mate. I spent four hours cleaning the damn truck yesterday.”

I huff a short laugh at Ed, but I’m only half listening. Beau and I spent the day with him kicking around in the mud on the forestry tracks behind his farm. We got stuck plenty enough, fell over and coated ourselves in thick clay-based muck, but the distraction was short-lived.

The school day doesn’t sit right anymore without her here.

“Are you listening, douche?” Johnson knocks me in the back of the shoulder, sending me forward where I sit on the edge of the reflection pool. 

“Probably would if you talked anything other than shit,” I reply.

He huffs out his nose at me; eyes rolled in the back of his head. “I said that your presence is wanted over there.” Johnson gestures to where Amber and Dee perch atop the back of a park bench on the far side of the quad.

Amber catches my eye, jerking her head for me to go see her.

I don’t fucking follow orders like a dog. If she wants to say something, she can come here. I do the same back at her.

She frowns, her pale pink lips twisting tight.

I lift both eyebrows and shrug. “What?”

With a dramatic sigh, she slinks off the seat and saunters across to where we sit. Johnson widens his legs to make space for her, and she dutifully sits on the pavers at his feet.

Those two are fucking weird.

“What do you want?” I toss an elbow on one knee and lean down to glare at her.

Her gaze falls to my mouth, sending a shiver down my spine before she answers. “Have you heard from your pet?”

“What’s it to you if I have or not?”

Her shoulders bop, sending her platinum blonde locks tumbling behind them. “No biggie. Curious, is all.”

Dee arrives to join the group, somewhat less welcome where she stands on the outskirts of our circle. Ed cranes his head back to stare up at her, gesturing that she should get out of his sun and quit casting a shadow over him. She shuffles to the side, resting bitch face locked on.

“You know, we’re even in our races, boys,” Amber croons. “This weekend is the decider.” Her dark eyes slide across to Beau before settling on me. “You two better show up for your runs this time if you want to beat us.”

“We’ll be there.” I turn to Ed, over her commanding the attention in the group. “You entered the regionals this year?”

He jerks his chin. “Yeah. Figured I’d give it a whirl.”

He stepped back from his first love—rodeo—last year due to injury. The guy was fucked up so bad from a wild bronc that some of us thought he might never go back to the sport.

The hesitation is evident in his eyes, but like the stubborn shit he is, he won’t let it hold him back. 

“We had an unbroken mare a couple of months ago you could have practised on.  You should have said something.”

He shrugs; gaze elsewhere. “Wasn’t sure if I wanted to do it until last week.”

“I’ll be there to watch, man. Gotta have at least one person to laugh at your sorry arse when you fall off, hey?”

He laughs. “Gotta fall off, first.”

I turn my attention back to the others when the bell tolls for fourth period, satisfied I’ve managed to get him to lighten up over it. The guy is a natural, but that doesn’t stop him from being susceptible to rogue animals—nobody can fully predict and avoid that.

The girls peel off, Dee joining Cate to head to class. Amber attaches herself to Johnson, the two of them deep in conversation while they go in the opposite direction. I bump my fist with Beau and then turn to follow after the incestuous duo toward Farm Management.

“Hey, Tuck! Wait up.” Mandy jogs across the quad, her black hair flowing out behind her. 

After knowing her as a brunette since we were kids, it still seems weird seeing her with ebony locks. “Hey. You good?”

“Yeah.” She falls into step, her hands tucked under the straps of her backpack. “I’m better.”

I’ve wondered a couple of times if this new look of hers was a silent “fuck you” to Colt. New look, new girl and all that.

“Things are back to how they should be, huh?” She smiles hopefully at me, seemingly testing the waters.

“Without Colt here?” I ask to cut the shit.

She blinks, frowns briefly, and then nods. “Yeah.”

“You know that they live less than an hour away. He can come back any time they want. Plus, their dad still lives here, so…” I lift my eyebrows, willing her to work it out.

Her lips turn down. “Way to fuck up my Monday, pal.”

“Pointing out facts. That’s all.”

She scuffs a stone along the path with her boot. “You got close to his sister, right?”

My skin prickles. “Could have.”

“Did she, um, say anything about Colt and me?”

I sigh heavily out my nose and turn to face her. “What are you worried about, Mandy?”

She looks toward my class and then shuffles on the spot. “Not many people know what happened. As in, what really happened. Only those of us involved on the night.”

“And you’d like to keep it that way, I know.”

Her gaze softens as she stares up at me, the light breeze ruffling the ends of her hair so that the light catches them and turns the tips chocolate. The girl really is stupidly pretty. Why she brings everyone’s opinion of her down by pretending she’s someone she isn’t, I don’t know. 

I guess we all guard our fears in different ways. 

“If it got out what happened, then I’d lose my credibility in the circuit. I’d get walked over, and I could kiss having any competitive edge goodbye.”

“You know that’s bullshit, right?” I frown. “If I raced you and knew the full story, I’d probably think you were a badass for coming out on top like you have. People don’t judge you like you think they do, Mandy.”

“Don’t they?” She smirks. “Is that why you kept Lacey a secret from your friends?”

“She wasn’t a secret,” I growl, jaw hard.

“No.” Mandy takes a step back and eyes me head to toe. “But you had them all believe she was your pet project like planned when that’s not the truth, is it, Tuck?”

Pulse hard in my throat, I turn and march toward class—late. 

Who fucking cares what anyone else thought Lacey and I were? We knew the truth.

At least, I think we both did?

Fuck’s sake, Tuck. 
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LACEY

Silence follows me like a shroud. The kids stop their conversations, heads turning my way as I walk through the entrance gates of Riverbourne Preparatory. Like the first day at Arcadia High, Colt stands by my side, but unlike that pivotal day in my life, he doesn’t provide support or an ounce of comfort with his presence. 

I look longingly after him when he veers right and seeks out the protection of his friends: Richard and Arthur. 

I sat with Greer for over an hour yesterday, pouring my heart out to her before she dropped the bomb on me. 

“Babe, I’m so sorry. But you know I won’t be able to sit with you at school tomorrow, don’t you?”

Yeah. I get it. I abandoned my post here when I left for Arcadia, and like the vulture she is, Libby swooped in and tore into what remained of my influence over these students. A hostile takeover carried out on the polished marble floors of the school halls rather than the pristine timber of the boardroom table. 

I can’t fault her for her ambition. But I can question her intentions. 

It’s true: we started on rocky ground when I transferred to Riverbourne as a first-year student. Naively, I thought we’d put that behind us and found mutual ground. I guess I was wrong.

“It gets easier.”

I glance to my left to find a thin Polynesian girl with her books clutched to her chest. She softly smiles as she leaves, dropping the olive branch in passing on her way up the entrance steps.

I want to ask her what gets easier, but deep down, I know the answer: isolation. It gets easier being outcast by all sides. A year ago, I would have laughed at her innocent assumption, but after meeting Maggie, I know that a person can thrive on their own.

All you need is confidence. 

Or at least the ability to fake it. 

With a delicate flick of my wrist, I toss the perfectly curled ends of my hair over my shoulder and lift my chin. The hierarchy in this school may have changed drastically over the past few months, but guess what: so have I. 

My sensible flat shoes make a soft scrape on each step as I make my way towards the two sets of double doors that lead into the bowels of the school. Sunlight streams into the foyer from the stained glass inserts high on the opposite wall. The belly of the structure has been updated over the years. A crisp modern interior now complements the historic bones of the building. 

My first class is on the first level, accessible by a wide floating glass staircase. The first few times I walked up here, the ability to see the floor way beneath me freaked me out so bad I trembled with every step. Today, I stride up the damn thing with my head held high like I own the place. 

Returning to this cesspool of vanity and status was not my idea, and if any of these bitches dare make it my problem, then I’ll not so kindly remind them so.

I spot Greer with her back to me outside the brushed steel lockers; each one stamped with the school emblem. She breaks her conversation with Ingrid when Libby takes her by the arm, waving off the tall redhead with a wiggle of her fingers.

Greer’s gaze slides off Ingrid to catch mine as I pass by, Libby also spotting me in the hall.

“Hey.” I might not have top billing in this group, but surely I can work my way back up there for a hostile takeover if I accept my place at the bottom—for now?

Greer smiles softly, looking away as she ducks her chin.

Libby grabs my best friend’s arm tighter, shoulders back while she regards me with a tilt of her pointed chin. “Lacey. First day back, huh?”

“Yeah.” I take a step closer. “It feels so weird.”

“I bet.” The queen drags her long-lashed gaze the length of me. “Well, good luck finding somebody to sit with at lunch.”

I fight the urge to lift my hand to my chest for fear I’ll actually find blood. 

The callous bitch turns her back on me, dragging my only ally away with her. Greer offers a hasty smile as she’s dragged down the glittering corridor toward their first-period class.

The short buzzer sounds to tell us we have two minutes until we’re expected in our seats. I stay frozen to the spot while students vacate the hall around me, the glossy charcoal tiles at the top of the stairs reflecting the colours of the stained-glass windows in a melancholy kaleidoscope. 

I knew today would be rough, but I had hoped if I bit my tongue and swallowed my pride that I could at least make it marginally more bearable. 

“You’ll be late,” the last person I want to see right now, croons. 

Christian sweeps his arm around my shoulders from behind. He tucks me in tight against his side, bending down to find what I’m so fixed on.

“Oh, chin up, buttercup. It’s not that bad.”

I shrug him off me with a scowl and step away. “Keep your damn hands to yourself.”

“Family stick together, Lacey.” The smug shit grins, flicking his blond hair out of his face with an arrogant jerk of his chin. “Because that’s what we are when your mum fucks my dad, right? Family.”

“Hell could freeze over, and I still wouldn’t call you my brother.” I move away from the jerk and make haste towards Classics.

His laugh follows me down the corridor, my heart matching the hectic pace of my shoes as I round the corner toward my classroom. 

I did this once. I came to this school as a nobody, and I damn well won.

Three months away shouldn’t change that. Although as I drop my pleated skirt covered arse to the chair, I realise it’s not the loss of my title as one of the school’s Chosen that has me feeling all sorts of lost.

It’s because I don’t want to be one of those girls anymore. I don’t want that title. I just want to be left alone.

But that won’t happen either.

I’m screwed. I’m well and truly screwed, and all I long to do is go home.

I want to go home to Dad.

Home to Arcadia.

Who the hell am I anymore?

 

***

 

The school dining hall echoes with the level murmur of civilly held conversation. I scout the tables for one with an unused place setting, doing my best to ignore the burn that begs for me to check the table at the foremost left—the Chosen. 

That’s what they’d want; for me to show signs of regret. I plan to act as though this is my normal. As though being alone is an advantage.

I’m sure it will be once I figure out how. 

A pristine set of china lies untouched to my right. I make my way between the eight-foot round tables and set a hand on the back of the vacant chair. The girl to the left lifts her textbooks without breaking conversation and sets them on the seat. 

Okay, then. 

I draw a deep breath and look around again. On the far side is a table in the darkest corner of the room, only five of the twelve seats taken. Surely, I can get a space there. Head held high, I make my way over and pull out one of the empty chairs. The girls don’t make any move to object, so I settle myself and wait for the table to be called to the buffet. 

Being at the back, I hope there’s something worthwhile left for us. 

The group opposite me sit silently, each one of them absorbed in either her phone or a textbook spread open on her lap. Hands clasped before me, I roll my lips together, unsure what to do to pass the time. I’m not used to needing to entertain myself at lunch; the conversation between Chosen would flow as freely as the bottomless lemon crush on the buffet table. 

The girl second from the left, a pretty dark-skinned senior, lifts her head. She tucks her silky-smooth black hair behind one ear and straightens her spine. “Do you want to ask us something?”

The other four lift their heads like birds on a wire. 

Shoot. “Uh, not really.”

“Then quit staring at us.” The girl returns her gaze to the device in hand, yet I catch the lift of her eyes to check me from under her long lashes. “Like, now, would be nice.”

I frown, noticing the row two before ours rise to their feet. My stomach grumbles at the wait. Damn it. May as well try to make nice if I’ll be seated here from now on.

“I’m Lacey, by the way. What are your—”

“We know who you are,” the tiny redhead on the right states. 

The first girl slams her phone down on the table. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you couldn’t give us the time of day when you were the popular girl, so don’t expect us to suddenly be buddies because your bitchy friends have cut you out.”

Ouch. “Point taken,” I snap.

She sighs heavily out her nose. “And don’t act all hurt. If you truly gave a shit and the popularity thing was for show, then you’d already know my name is Lesedi, and I’m in your Art History class, and that these two are Carly and Louise and they share Social Sciences with you.”

The redhead and her neighbour give me a curt smile. 

What the hell does she want me to say? I drop my gaze to the table, resigned to the knowledge everyone here thinks I’m the bitch I clearly was. I made my bed, I suppose. 

The group resume their individual activities, point made. 

I lean back, shoulders curled inward, and watch the row before ours rise to take their turn at the decadent buffet. I never thought I’d say it, but I’d do about anything to sit in a cold hall with Maggie and a warm pastry pie before me right now.

When you haven’t been raised with the basics, you don’t realise until you get given the option how much better they can be.

After learning what real friendship is, I’d rather that over this political hell any day.
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TUCK

Sally trots the fence line of the corral on the long lead, her gait improving with each day that I stretch her legs in here. She has a limp from a past fracture, near impossible for the untrained eye to spot, but enough that it affects her endurance. Another six or so weeks doing this and I’m confident she’ll have dropped the habit.

“Boy!”

My nostrils flare as I give the rein a tug and slow Sally to a walk. I hate it when Kurt calls me that. “You need me?” I don’t bother facing the jerk. “I’m busy.”

He slams the fence to draw my attention, making Sally start in the process. “You’ve got a visitor.”

Fuck it. I told the guys I’m busy today. 

The old man waits with one boot propped on the lowest rail while I tether Sally to the post. He tips his hat out of his face with a stiff forefinger, revealing his stormy expression. “Since when have I said you could invite girls up here? You’ve got work to do, boy. I don’t need a distraction that’ll mean I have to clean up after you when you neglect your duties.”

My hand fists at my pocket. “I didn’t invite anyone to our farm.” The only girl I want to see is Lacey, and she doesn’t know where we live, let alone have a damn car to get here.

“Well, you’ve got some punk arse looking girl in the yard for you.”

Maggie. “She’s a school friend. I’ll get rid of her.”

“Good.” The jerk steps back to let me out the gate. “Sun’s going down, and we’re busy today.”

“I know,” I snap, walking away. 

I haven’t got time for his shit. Whatever the hell Maggie wants, she better have a damn good reason for giving Kurt cause to ride my arse. 

“’Sup?”

The girl drops off the hood of her car, black shitkickers raising dust. “You got over yourself and talked to Lacey yet?”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “You could have messaged me if that’s all you wanted to ask.”

“She was picked on today by those arseholes.”

Her statement stops my next breath in its tracks. “What?” I pinch my brow; head cocked to figure out if I heard her right. 

She’s friends with those toffs. Why the fuck would they harass her?

“Seems our little Hollywood princess thought it would be best to keep a secret from us.”

“Why would she do that?” I settle my butt against the hood of Maggie’s car and fold my arms across my chest. “I thought they wanted her back after the bullshit that prick said outside the station.”

“Who said what?” Maggie twists to face me.

“No-one.” I dismiss the topic with a shake of my head. “What do you know?”

“That when I phoned the girl she was in tears. From what I can pick, Lacey burned her bridges with them thinking she wouldn’t have to go back, and now that she is, they’re hell-bent on reminding her where she placed herself.”

“On the outside.”

Maggie nods. 

“What do you want me to do about it?” What can I do? She burned one last bridge before she left here too.

“I just thought you should know.” Her hip shunts into mine, nudging me off her car.

I stand, taking a step back as she tugs the driver’s door open. 

“I know she said some dickhead stuff before she left, Tuck, but think about it. What do your horses do when they feel threatened?”

“They kick and bite,” I mutter, unsure how I feel about being schooled on girls with a horse reference.

“Exactly.” Mags drops into her seat. “She was scared; I’d put money on it.” Her door closes with a hollow thud, the window squeaking as she rolls it down. “Message her. Say sorry. I think she’d appreciate it.”

I throw a floppy hand to my forehead, saying with a lisp, “Yes, Ma’am.”

“Fuck me,” Mags mutters, cranking the car. “Why do I bother?”

I wait until she pops the vehicle in gear. “Because you care about her as much as I do.”

She stills, hands lax on the steering wheel. “What’s wrong with us, Tuck? We like a city girl.”

“Well,” I tease, leaning my elbows on her roof to look down at her. “I know how I like her. What about you, girlfriend? You like like her? Or just like her?”

A tiny fist shoots out the open window, socking me in the gut. “You’re not getting that threesome, jerk.”

“Thanks for the heads up, Mags.” I chuckle and back up for her to leave.

She tosses a hand out the window, soon enveloped in a cloud of dust down our long driveway. 

So Lacey is scared, huh? Why the hell wouldn’t she say anything about it?

Pride, you tool. The same fucking reason why the school outcast is the only damn person who knows how I really feel about Lace. 

Makes me just as much of a jerk, doesn’t it?

I drag a dirty palm over my face and blow out a loaded breath. Girls. Why do they have to be such complicated fuckers? Can’t they just nod at each other like guys do and be done with it? Why the hell do we have to do this whole feelings and emotions thing?

I glance across to the open-bay sheds and narrow my gaze on Kurt, where he services the quad bike. If there’s one guy I don’t want to be like, it’s my father. Holding back how you feel from a girl is his style; I learned that watching my mother wilt from lack of love, didn’t I?

Vulnerability is the greatest thing we can gift to those we care about. If I want Lacey to trust me, then I need to lead by example and show her I can trust her, too.

Ugh. I drag my feet back to Sally.

“I know, girl. I know.”

She watches me, extending her neck to sniff at the legs of my jeans while I climb the railing and perch my arse on the top. Kurt disappears into the shed, out of view, as I tug my phone from the breast pocket of my shirt.

The signal is shit out here, next to no bars anywhere except for the yards here at the highest point of the main homestead. My dirt-stained thumb hovers over the screen, focus drawn to the cracked skin on the side of my fingers while I wrack my brain for what to say. 

Sally shifts her weight, the gentle swish of her tail acting like a metronome counting out the beats while the best way to break the ice with Lacey drifts further and further into the abyss of my mind.

I re-pocket the phone with a growl and then jump off the fence. 

If she needed me that badly, then she would have contacted me today, not Maggie, right?

Sometimes I wonder if it would be best if I did just stick with horses. At least when you’re done, you can put them in a damn stall and walk away for a while. 

Girls? They aren’t quite so simple. 
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LACEY

I’d love to say I’ve become a ghost at Riverbourne since falling off my gold filigree pedestal. A shadow of the girl I was, slinking through the halls undetected to the masses. But that couldn’t be farther from the truth.

Monday, I dubbed the day of isolation. My social castration was made abundantly clear as each hierarchical level made their stance clear.

Tuesday, I labelled the day of lack. My locker was broken into—my things stolen—and through every class of the day, materials were taken from right under my nose. It was made clear to me that the student body feel I don’t have rights to anything in their realm anymore.

Wednesday turned into the day of stains. A rotten peach flung at my back. A yoghurt tipped in my lap. The murky brush water from art class poured down my collar. The pièce de résistance was having hand soap pumped generously into my hair well before I noticed the cold, slick liquid oozing across my scalp.

Thursday sat surreptitiously quiet on the school calendar. Not a thing was done to me, and yet, it was the worst damn day of the week. Hence why I call it Torture Thursday. Psychological games are the nastiest of all. 

It turned out the kids wanted to prepare for Factual Friday.

At least, that’s what I think I’ll call it after tearing down my eighteenth homemade poster of the day. The students are smart; they place these things on walls where the faculty won’t see, which is why I can’t decide if I want to report this to the administration or not. 

What would it achieve?

The bright yellow paper crinkles in my fist; the thickly inked word glares up at me from the valleyed folds. Traitor. 

For what? What on earth do they think I did to deserve being called that?

“I heard Libby ordered thirty of them to be made,” Christian says with far too much glee as he plucks the paper from my hands. “Nice photo of you in a bikini, though. Where was that taken?”

I tear the poster from his hands and shred it. “You would know.”

Hand to his crotch, he bites his full bottom lip. “Still gives me a boner to think about it.”

“Did you actually want anything?” My chest tightens at the sight of Barrett approaching behind him.

Christian leans a shoulder against the wall, disturbingly close to me. “Libby is throwing a welcome home party for you tonight. She’d love it if you could make it.” His words ruffle my hair; his face that close.

“Over my dead body,” I hiss under my breath.

“Careful what you wish for,” he snipes before leaning back to greet his friend. “You’ll be there, won’t you?”

“Where?” Barrett tosses his hands in his trouser pockets, stance wide while he glances between the two of us.

“Libby’s,” Christian says. “You never miss a party.”

“I guess I haven’t.” He catches my eye quickly before locking onto Christian. “Richard is looking for you.”

“Duty calls.” Christian pushes off the wall, his long legs quickly carrying him out of earshot.

I note that Barrett hasn’t left, hanging back with his hands still buried in his pockets, head hung as he looks at the floor. “Don’t show up tonight, okay?”

“You think after the week I’ve had I’d be stupid enough to do that?” 

His head whips up, a confused pinch to his brow. “I guess not.”

“Then save your breath, Barrett. I get it. I’m not welcome here anymore. But other than move to where my parents did, I don’t know what the hell I’ve done to deserve this.”

He smirks, one hand tugging free of its captivity to rub at his chin. “You threw down the gauntlet with Richard, Lace. What did you expect would happen?”

“I guess I hoped people would back me up and call him out on his sexist behaviour, but I did used to be quite naïve.”

“Used to be?” His eyes narrow, the grin a little wider. “The country changed you, huh?”

“For the better. Yeah.” I take a step but halt when his hand captures my arm.

“Lace, wait.”

I shrug his touch off, glaring at the guy.

“What you saw that night, at the party, between those girls and me.”

“Is your business, not mine. In case you’re worried, no, I don’t wonder about it.”

“I didn’t think you’d be back.”

“Neither did I, so I guess we’re square.”

He sighs, lips in a tight line while he runs a frustrated hand through his dark hair. “I just wanted you to know that if you hadn’t left, I think things would have been different between us.”

“It’s a good thing I did leave then, huh?” Otherwise, I’d remain stuck in this world of pretences and false façades. 

He looks torn between confusion and anger, his brow pinched hard and both hands back in his pockets while I make my exit. 

Yeah, not so long ago I thought Barrett was the guy for me. But that was before Arcadia. Before I met Tuck and learned how much fun can be had when you’re not both overthinking how you look together and what other people’s reaction will be.

Or maybe I did still do that? 

After all, if I didn’t care about appearances, I wouldn’t have been so quick to dismiss Tuck that last night in town, would I?

Maybe I haven’t changed as much as I thought I had?
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TUCK

“Done it yet?” Maggie seats herself on the tailgate of my truck with a little hop and jump.

I glance at the girl, elbow braced beside her, and twist my lips. “Nope.”

“Ugh.” Her hand smacks my shoulder with the dramatic flop she pulls. “Why not?”

“Why can’t she get in touch with me if I mean that much to her damn happiness?” I bite back hating how much of an arsehole I sound. 

The heated stare I get in return isn’t a surprise. “Do you know how much of an ignorant shit you sound saying that?”

“I am an ignorant shit,” I remind her as Johnson and Amber exit the school gates.

Mags drops off the truck, most likely aware she’ll raise questions if she sticks around. “Promise me you’ll send her a message as soon as you get a second, okay?”

I narrow my gaze on her as she backs toward her car. “Have you said something to her?”

“Not yet.” She winks. “But if it gets you to put thumb to screen, I might.”

My nostrils flare, jaw set hard.

The girl pokes her tongue out and then spins for her vehicle. 

“You all set for next week?” I catch Johnson ask Ed behind me.

The crew assemble at the hood of my truck, like always, to discuss the plans for the night.

Ed folds his arms high on his chest, scowling at Dee as she approaches. “Yeah. I’ll check over my gear and oil it, but other than that I’m good.”

“You’ll do great, man.” I clap him on the shoulder.

“What are you boys up to tonight?” Amber asks, leaning against Johnson. 

“Nothing you need to know about.” I flick a look Johnson’s way. I don’t like the way his sister edges into our group through her connection to him.

He nudges her off him and turns to get in the truck. “I’ll see you at home, huh?”

“Whatever.” She flounces off with her best buddy, Dee, heading for where the girls park their bikes during school hours.

“Major ready for tomorrow then?” Ed asks, lifting his chin to greet Beau who drags his arse through the gates. 

“Yeah. He’s in great condition for this time of year, actually.” The switch to bringing the truck on Fridays to rest him before our Saturday races seems to have worked. 

“’Sup.” Beau’s bag hits the bed of the truck with a loud smack. 

“What the fuck crawled up your arse and died?” Johnson calls out the passenger window; arm slung over the door. 

“Friday did,” Beau mumbles. “We getting the fuck out of here or what?”

I catch the look he gives Maggie’s empty parking spot. 

“Anything you want to tell me later?”

Beau’s lips twist, gaze on Ed as the guy gets in the back of the truck. “Maybe. I’ll holler if I need to.”

“Yeah. Good.” I’ve seen him brew on shit before—it doesn’t end well.

I climb in the driver’s seat and fire the Hilux to life. The four of us have been doing this since it was bikes that we rode around on as kids. Every Friday, we’d meet up outside the school and head off to someone’s house to knock around and cause hell. 

Days like this, when the guys are lost in their heads and the only sound is the radio between us, I kind of miss that shit. Fishing with ratty rods in the creek, getting someone’s bike stuck in the muck and slipping a chain… falling out of shoddy treehouses and breaking an arm.

I glance at Johnson beside me, smirking a little at the memory.

“What?” He leans an elbow on the centre console, relaxed in the seat.

“Just remembered that time you snapped your arm at Beau’s, and he had to run down to the shearing shed to tell his mum.”

The two of them chuckle at the memory, Ed adding in, “I almost vomited when I saw the fucking angle it was on.”

The croaky sounds of Johnson imitating Ed’s gagging that day breaks the silence in the car, Beau’s laughter a rare treat. At least the guy’s loosened up. 

The banter continues until we reach Ed’s place, the Hilux bumping along the rutted-out driveway. 

“Your old man needs to fill this shit in, man.” I lighten my grip on the steering wheel, letting the wheels do what they want in each pothole we collect.

“It’s on his list of stuff to do.”

Ed’s dad is a typical hoarder. Broken down vehicles and machinery litter the yards, a million projects all on the go at once. He’s so busy chasing his tail that the non-essential maintenance on the property gets left to Ed when he feels like pitching in.

“Your sister home?” Johnson asks, eyeing the house out his window while I pull into the driest space I can find. 

The ruts and holes in the parking bay are worse than the damn driveway, slowly turning into the perfect wallow for pigs with the on again-off again rain we’ve had lately. 

“Probably,” Ed mumbles. “Not that it matters to you.”

“I can’t help it if she likes me.”

“She’s a minor, you perv.”

“Mate,” I warn, glaring at Johnson.

I get it—Ed’s little sister is pretty as sin. But she’s fucking thirteen. She doesn’t start at Arcadia High until next year; she still attends the regional primary.

“Oh, fuck off,” Johnson gripes, twisting to eye us both. “I didn’t say anything along those lines, you arseholes. She’s cute. I’m allowed to appreciate that without it getting weird.”

“I’m out,” Ed declares, lifting both hands before he opens his door. “Let’s not talk about this again.”

Beau follows suit silently, and I drop out of the vehicle with a chuckle. We’re a mixed bunch, that’s for sure. Johnson can’t keep his opinions to himself, Ed takes everything too seriously, Beau is a moody shit, and I’m the fucking larrikin amongst us all. As a group, we’ve got all bases covered. 

Ed and Johnson veer left toward the garage to get drinks from the fridge, while Beau and I make our way right around the front of the house to the large paved patio out back that overlooks the hills behind the property. 

Beau drops to the wicker sun-lounger, legs slung either side of the seat. I drag a steel stool with an old Massey Ferguson seat welded as the top across to the old wine barrel that now doubles as an outdoor bar table. 

“Spit it out.”

He shifts his stormy gaze my way. “Girls.” He checks the path for a sign of the other two. “Why do we do this to ourselves?”

“Do what?”

He throws his hands behind his head. “You know what I’m talking about. I saw your face when she left us in the fields.”

“Don’t know what you’re on about, mate.” I pick at a splinter in the top of the barrel. 

“Bullshit, you don’t.” Beau grins. “Why else would you want me to go with you last Saturday? You think I’m going to believe it was just a set up for me and Mags?”

“Wasn’t it? You two had time alone. That was the plan.”

He continues to smirk at me.

“Fine.” I glance toward the side path. “I have a thing for the girl. What of it?”

“Fucking pot calling the kettle black, is what. You want me to tell you what’s up, and here you are with your damn cards face down on the table.”

“Who’s playing Poker?” Johnson asks, striding around the corner of the house.

Ed sets a drink before me, the condensation dewy on the bottle. “Thanks.”

“No-one’s gambling,” Beau answers. “Not after the tonne you lost last time.”

“That arsehole cheated,” Johnson grumbles, twisting the cap off his coke. “Who’s got the bourbon?”

“Mate,” Ed warns. “Keep it down.”

“You still think your parents don’t know you drink?”

“I’m maintaining innocence until proven guilty,” Ed quips, leaning back on the matching lounger. 

I take a swig of my apple cider and then set the bottle down to fidget with the label. Beau watches me from across the deck, half-listening to the bullshit the other two talk about. 

He hasn’t got away with not telling me what his issue with Mags is, but he does have me thinking. 

Maybe the matchmaking ruse could come in useful one more time, just not with Beau.

With someone new.
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LACEY

“Colt!” Mum summons from the foyer. “Christian is here.”

I shrink down into the leather armchair, yet the movement makes the damn cowskin squeak beneath me. 

I catch the whip of Christian’s blond hair over the back of the seat. “I’ll wait in the parlour with Lacey, Mrs Williams.”

“Please,” Mum says tightly. “Call me Alicia.”

Yeah. I wouldn’t want to be called my husband’s name when I’m shagging the kid’s dad, either. 

I tug the paperback higher, aiming to block out Christian’s smug face when he enters the room. No such luck. The jerk spins the recliner on its swivel base toward him, leaning over me, a hand on each arm of the chair.

“What are you reading, loveless?”

“Loveless?” I arch an eyebrow.

“Mmm. Name fits, don’t you think? Nobody loves you anymore.”

I raise my book again. “I don’t think that’s true.”

“Then why are you trying to hide your face with … mummy porn?”

“Jesus, Christian. Grow up. It’s romance. Unlike the porn you no doubt watch, it has a storyline. A theme. A point.”

“Porn has a point, too. It’s research.” He checks to make sure Mum isn’t in earshot before groaning seductively, putting on a fake girly voice, “Yes. Fuck me like that, Christian.”

I smack him on the top of the head with the back of my book, the finger I’ve used as a bookmark squished between the halves with the force I use. He erupts into peals of laughter, stumbling back to let me out of the seat. 

“Let’s get this straight,” I growl. “I may be in your house, but that doesn’t make me yours to play with.”

The humour slides from his face as Colt enters the room. “You want to place a wager on that?”

I screw my face into a grimace at the jerk before turning for the kitchen. I need a drink, a snack, and somewhere quiet to finish this scene.

“What are you doing?” Mum exclaims from her spot at the island with a glass of wine. 

“Getting refreshments,” I answer as though it should be obvious.

“Aren’t you going out with the boys? It’s a welcome home party for both of you, Lacey.”

“I’m staying here.” I set my book down, spread-eagled to save my page. 

She picks it up and shuts it. Damn it. “Go be young, Lacey. You’re back with friends; make the most of it.”

“Colt and Christian aren’t my friends,” I drone.

“No. But Libby and Greer are,” the snake answers from behind me. “They’ll be there tonight too, silly. Go get changed. We’ll wait, won’t we, Colt?”

“Sure,” my brother answers as though he couldn’t care either way. 

“Perfect.” Mum claps her hands. “All sorted, then.”

“Honestly. I’d rather stay in.”

“I’m telling you to go,” Mum pushes. “I had plans to have a quiet night for myself since I already thought you would be out.”

I glance at Christian whose twisted mouth tells me he knows exactly who that quiet night will be shared with.

“Fine.” I guess I can figure out another way to avoid the damn event on the way there.

As long as Mum sees me leave with the guys, then there’s no reason why I can’t take off and do my own thing when we get there. Six hours wandering around the city alone sounds safer than a bunch of my peers at Libby’s home anyway. 

I snatch up my book and march down to my—no—Christian’s room to get changed. Unable to trust the slick bastard, I engage the lock behind me before I select my outfit for the night.

Not so long ago I would have taken close to an hour to get myself ready, obsessing for ridiculous amounts of time over what accessories to put with what dress, and how perfectly positioned my hairstyle was, not to mention the sharpness of my eyeliner and the unflawed blend of my shadow. 

Tonight, they’re lucky that I chose to reapply my mascara and tidy up my makeup. I re-emerge in the living room dressed in a pair of fitted skinny jeans, camel pumps, and a plain cream slip under an equally basic camel-coloured jacket with the cuffs rolled up. My matching clutch contains half of what I used to tote around every outing, with only a stick of lipstick, my phone, and emergency cash inside. 

“No skirts?” Mum asks as though amused. I know that look, though—she’s repulsed I would choose jeans for a night out.

“Nope.” I turn for the door. “Let’s go.”

“Still decadent,” Christian whispers on his way past. “And to think you’re in my bed every night.”

Deep breath, Lacey. Breathe. Deep. 

I wait until all three of us are safely buckled in Christian’s Bentley before I cut the shit and ask the only question that I want an answer for. 

“Why did Barrett tell me I shouldn’t go tonight?”

Christian tenses up, Colt drawing a deep breath before he replies. 

“That’s what he said, is it?”

“Who fucking cares who it was that told me?” I snap. “Why was I warned away? What have you jerks got planned?”

“Us?” Christian exclaims innocently. “We haven’t got anything planned for you.”

I turn to Colt, leaning between the front seats. “You’re my damn family, Colt. If you know something, tell me.”

“Nobody has asked for my input in anything,” he drones.

I flop back with a sigh and notice the light creeping out from inside my clutch. The boys start up a private conversation about some second-year girl Christian wants to score before the night is out while I open my messages.

The last name I expected to see sits at the top: Tuck. 

T: Truce? I need your help with something.

I reply immediately, thankful for the distraction from whatever is bound to unfold. 

L: I didn’t know we were at war. What do you need?

T: We didn’t part on good terms, Lace. 

No, we didn’t, but I’m not emotionally stable enough to discuss that tonight. 

L: What do you want me to do?

T: Come out here next weekend with Mags. I need an excuse to bring her to see Beau again.

Great. That’s all I am—a convenient distraction. It stings, but what else did I expect? I told the guy we couldn’t be anything other than friends at best.

I’m lucky he still has me linked on Facebook. 

L: I’d have to ask Mum if I can go.

T: Fuck that. If she says no, we’ll sneak you out again. I need this favour.

Because that would end well for me. Screw it. Why should I be the good girl for Mum when she doesn’t care about my feelings?

L: Sounds like a plan. What time?

T: Mags will get you at nine in the morning.

L: Morning? Damn, that’s early for a Saturday. 

T: Wear your boots ;)

A full ten minutes pass before he sends another message; right as we pull into Libby’s driveway. 

T: I’m glad you said yes. 

The warmth in my belly doesn’t last long. Colt opens the door for me, although I can’t shake the feeling it’s more of a put on for his friends than out of respect for me. 

I climb out of the Bentley and take in the beautifully lit townhouse. Spotlights hidden in the gardens cast bright white light over the pale stone of the residence’s front walls. Kids trail in the doors, seemingly drawn to the deep bass of the music inside. 

Libby’s parents must be overseas again; they’d never let her have a party this vulgar if they were home. The Fellows’ prefer their get-togethers remain inside the walls of their house, not pulsing out into the neighbourhood for all to see. 

“Coming?” Christian taunts, an arm outstretched for me.

“I think I’ll give it a pass.” I paste on a polite smile and take a step back.

I walk smack into Colt. “Don’t be silly.” He links his arm through mine and guides me forward with him. “There are plenty of people who’d love to see you.” 

This is entrapment at its finest. If I resist now, I look like the crazy one. But if I go willingly, I look stupidly naïve and ignorant. 

I’d rather be crazy than careless.

With a firm tug, I jerk my arm free of Colt, much to his surprise. “I have other plans.”

“Like what?” Christian snaps, seemingly annoyed at the hold-up. 

“A movie. Late-night shopping. A goddamn milkshake at a café,” I rattle off. “Anything that doesn’t involve going in there.”

One tip of Christian’s chin and my brother becomes his loyal foot soldier. Colt’s arm once again links with mine, yet this time he wraps his free hand tightly around my wrist, pinning me to his side. 

“What happened to you?” I hiss under my breath, my feet stumbling over the pristine pavers toward the front door. “When did your love for me become such vile hate?”

The ice in his eyes brings a chill prickling to the surface of my skin. “Sometimes you have to do things you don’t agree with to show someone how deeply you love them. You need to be reminded who you are, Lace.”

What the hell is that supposed to mean? The heel of my left boot catches a crack in the cement. My body lurches forward; my foot left behind. With a quick jerk, Colt brings me back in line to save my ankle rolling painfully in my shoe.

“Thank you.”

“You won’t be saying that soon,” he mumbles before we pass Christian in the front doorway.

“Why?” My heart beats strong, the panic feeding my unease. “What’s going to happen, Colt? Tell me.”

“It’ll be quicker if you don’t fight back.”

“What have you done?” I don’t care who hears me, or how many heads turn to look at me as I cry out in alarm. 

He has seconds, if that, to give me a prior warning. And yet my brother, my other half, chooses to turn his back and leave me to the wolves.

The grand entrance door shuts with a solid thud, the snick of the lock at Christian’s fingertips a gunshot in the expansive foyer. 

Going by the curious looks on the faces of those around us, I’m sure that the main entertainment for the night has just arrived.

Me.
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“I’m so glad you could make it,” Libby coos as she approaches through the crowd much like Moses crossing the Red Sea. “You look… cute and casual,” she states, eyes dragging the length of me.

“Wish I could say the same, but you just look like the self-absorbed bitch you are,” I retort.

A few murmurs circulate the otherwise quiet and captive crowd. I recognise a few of the faces as those in my classes, but there are equally as many kids I never even knew attended our school.

Their school.

Riverbourne isn’t home to me anymore. 

“That’s not how you treat your host, Lacey.” Libby’s ice-cold touch sends goosebumps tearing across my flesh in a wave, her hand slipping under my arm to hold me close. “Especially when I have a gift for you.”

“Don’t you mean a prank?” I glare at her flawlessly made-up face, her perfect hair, and her fake as fuck smile. “What are you going to do? Cut off my hair? Dump something on me? Ridicule me with shared secrets?”

“Don’t be silly. That’s not how we treat one of our fellow Chosen, is it?” Her focus turns toward the adoring crowd, who all nod and agree with their queen like the good peasants they are.

As long as they get to feast and drink for free within the walls of her crystal palace, they’ll all do exactly as she asks of them. It’s entry-level dictatorship if ever I saw it.

“You do want to regain your place at our table, do you not?” Libby gives my arm a painful squeeze.

My bones ache to scream no, and yet there’s that tiny part of my nature at its most basic that longs to be accepted and revered like I once was. Once more, I’m reminded that I haven’t changed as much as I’d hoped at my core level. 

“I thought so,” she leers when I fail to respond.

Greer stands to the side at the wide steps that lead into the sunken living room. Her gaze darts away when I try to connect, the shame clear in the dip of her chin. She knows, and like my brother, she’d rather go along with whatever they have planned than risk rocking the boat. 

No wonder I was the only one to challenge Libby for her spot at the top when I attended Riverbourne; nobody else has the spine to go through with it.

Only the strong survive. And Libby and I? We’re tough as nails. 

“I promise that you’ll leave here tonight exactly how you walked in,” Libby says sweetly as we step down into the centre of the room. “At least, physically.”

A girl sits on her own, arms protectively across herself, her dining chair positioned in the middle of the floor. I don’t recognise her, but she seems young enough to be first-year—possibly second. 

“Lacey,” Libby announces. “Meet Gayle.”

I ignore the terrified girl and choose to look at Libby instead. “What are you up to?”

“She’s your gift,” Libby states. “I saved this one for you.”

“For what?” I grit out. “Why do you have her here?”

I’ve seen these things go down before, and they’re usually over something as petty as a girl wearing the same outfit as Libby to an event. Shamefully, I’ve participated in a few retributions during my time here.

Not anymore, though.

You don’t wake up to what kind of bitch you were and then just slip back into the role without a massive dose of guilt.

I have no reason to treat this girl ill. So, I won’t. Simple. 

Ingrid steps out of the crowd, her ankle strapped and bandaged. Damn it. If this girl, Gayle, had anything to do with that…

“The stupid mole knocked into me and pushed me down the foyer stairs. Now, I can’t run track for six weeks until the ligaments heal.”

No wonder I didn’t see Ingrid around for the second half of the school week. “I’m sure it wasn’t intentional.”

Gayle shakes her pretty head, chestnut brown locks flying side to side. “It wasn’t, I swear.”

“If you were careful and mindful of your superiors, though,” Libby scathes, “then it wouldn’t have happened.”

“You aren’t superior to her,” I counter. “Your bullying makes you inferior if you ask me.”

“Good thing we’re not then.” Richard’s reply seizes my breath in my lungs. “Take a seat, Lacey.”

An armchair is pushed in from the circled crowd, Richard’s firm hands then shunting me into it. He leans down to scoot me back into the cushions, whispering in my ear as he does, “Be thankful I wasn’t allowed to do what I wanted with you.” The hot tip of his tongue snakes out to catch my earlobe. “That could always come later, though.”

“Get the fuck off me.”

“Ooo,” he leers, standing tall. “The little princess learned how to swear in the country.”

“I learned other things too, like how to stand up for myself, you arrogant jerk.”

“Move, and what’s about to happen to your friend over there will be the least of your worries.”

“She’s not my friend. I don’t even know her,” I point out. 

He shrugs, moving back to join the other spectators and perching on the arm of a sofa. 

I catch Colt’s wary gaze. “Are you honestly going to stand there and let this all happen?”

“She brought it on herself.” He nods toward Gayle.

“You honestly believe that?” I lean forward to seek out Greer. “And you? Come on. I know you have more heart than this.”

“Sit back,” Richard warns.

Greer stays silent, choosing to look at the floor rather than anyone in particular. 

“I’m going to need your phone,” Libby advises. Her gaze falls to the clutch at my side. “I assume it’s in there?”

Hand over the top, I tuck the purse between my leg and the side of the chair. “You honestly think I’d just hand it over?”

“No,” Christian, says, leaning over my seat from the back. “Which is why I’ll have this.” He snatches it from beside me before I can stop him, then tossing my phone over to Libby.

“Thank you.”

I glance around the room, realising that there’s one person I’ve failed to see so far tonight: Barrett. He’s suspiciously absent from this showdown. 

Libby struts across to Colt who, not so helpfully for me, shows her how to unlock it. “Thanks, darling.”

Darling? Ick. 

“Ingrid, would you be so kind?” Libby hands the iPhone off to her. “Remember no heads in the shot other than hers.” She points toward Gayle. 

“What are you doing with it?”

“You’ll find out… eventually.” Libby nods toward whoever stands behind me.

I wouldn’t know for sure as a blindfold covers my eyes. “It’s better if you don’t watch. Then we can get a genuine reaction,” Christian purrs. “If you refuse to stay seated, we’ll restrain you,” he warns. 

I feel sick. I honestly think that if they drag this out much longer, I might need to throw up on one of the arseholes. I have no idea what’s on the agenda, but I get the impression Gayle will like it a lot less than I currently do.

My feet are lifted one by one, my pumps removed. “What are you doing?” Libby said they wouldn’t touch me.

No. She said they wouldn’t harm me. Big difference. 

“No,” Gayle cries across from me. “I’m sorry, Ingrid. It was a mistake.”

The buzz of clippers starts. No. That’s not clippers. It’s something stronger. Rougher. 

“No!” Gayle screams. “Please, don’t.”

Fingertips brush the soles of my feet. What the fuck? I try to jerk away, yet a firm grip to my ankle keeps my foot in place. Lips clamped together, I fight the natural reaction to being tickled. I can’t laugh. Not when a girl is crying and screaming out across from me while they do God-only-knows-what to her.

The tickling continues, as do Gayle’s protests. 

The only difference is Gayle grows quieter, resigned to her fate, while the urge to laugh bubbles inside me much like a pot ready to boil over. 

I can’t take it anymore. My chest aches, tears streaming from beneath my blindfold. I laugh. A loud eruption of humour in a situation that in no way calls for that sort of reaction.

“Stop it!” I yell. “Stop tickling me. Leave her alone!”

The blindfold is ripped off, Ingrid grinning beside me with her focus squarely on my phone as her thumbs fly over the screen. 

I blink through my tears to find Gayle with her cheeks wet too. But there’s no humour, no matter how twisted, in her cries. 

A somewhat shady looking man sits to her left, tattooing her arm. Richard and Libby hold the girl in place, her legs shaking from what has to be shock. 

“What are you doing?”

“Reminding her what she’s worth around here,” Libby explains.

“Done,” Ingrid exclaims. She rises and passes my phone to Christian, who then pockets it.

“You can have it back tomorrow, sis.”

“I am not your sister!” Barefoot, I rise from the seat to intervene.

Colt holds me back. “Let them get it done. If you interfere, it drags out the whole ordeal, which means more pain for Gayle.”

“Is this fair?” I growl in his face. “You tell me this is fair for what she supposedly did.”

“No,” he agrees. “It’s not. But it’s not our choice, either.”

“Not yours,” Christian corrects. “Lacey’s newsfeed will say otherwise.”

“What?” Colt and I say in unison.

“You never told me that,” Colt argues, releasing my arm.

I burn to free Gayle from her chair, but Colt’s right: intervene, and her pain is prolonged. They’ll continue until the job is done, regardless.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her, despite this being none of my doing. “I’m so sorry.”

Her tear-stained eyes find mine, yet what I see behind them will haunt me forever.

Nothing.

There’s nothing left inside Gayle but a broken girl.

A girl who will forever associate my face with the pain she felt here today.

Touché, Libby. Touché. 
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The torture goes on for another two hours before the artist finishes with Gayle’s piece. The crowd slowly bled away from the scene, bored with the entertainment once she gave up complaining and resigned herself to the fate. 

I learned while waiting for the gun to stop, all the attendees of the party had their devices removed on entry, so there was no risk of the truth getting out by way of video. 

Words can be discredited, but a recording speaks for itself.

Something I think I’ll learn firsthand when I get my damn phone back.

The gun finally ceases its persistent buzz, the guy then wiping off Gayle’s upper arm. Richard steps away, Libby handing Gayle a mirror. 

“Here,” she says sweetly. “It’ll be easier to see with this.”

Gayle shakes her head; face turned away from the pain.

“Look at it,” Libby shouts, startling the poor girl.

She hesitantly takes the hand mirror; her hold shaking while she brings it around to her far side. The sob that rips from Gayle’s throat has me on the verge of tears alongside her.

In solid black lettering, each at least an inch tall, the words read down her arm, “FUCK ME, DADDY.”

The damn thing will be near impossible to cover up. They made it so bold on purpose. What’s worse, is the position just above Gayle’s elbow sits under the summer uniform. She won’t be able to hide it unless she wears an elastic brace year-round. 

I feel as though I might be sick again.

“What do you think, Lacey?” Libby sings. “Do you like it?”

“I think you’re severely messed up in the head,” I grumble, much to the tattoo guy’s amusement. “What are you laughing at?” I snap. “What kind of sicko does this to a minor?”

“One who now has a grand to feed his addiction,” he barks, his voice like rocks grating on roughened steel. 

The guy packs up, shakes Richard’s hand, and leaves a sobbing Gayle in the chair. The power-crazed arseholes drift away from their victim, uninterested in her now the damage has been done.

I drop to my knees before her, tentatively setting my hand on Gayle’s knee. “Hey. It’ll be okay.”

She flings my arm off her with a swipe of her own, standing and moving away from me. “No, it won’t! Don’t talk to me. Don’t touch me. Don’t even look at me.”

“I had no idea this is what they’d do,” I protest. “I want to help you.”

“You can’t.” She gestures to the fresh ink on her arm. “I’ll have this forever. You, though. You can just run back to your perfect world and forget all about me.”

“I won’t, though.” Tears threaten to fall, both in frustration and despair. “I won’t forget what they did to you. I want to help. I want to get justice.”

“You can’t.” She shakes her head. “Just let me go home. Please.”

I stand rooted to the spot while Gayle leaves, anger multiplying as I watch her try to drape her coat over the tender flesh. She steps out the now unlocked door into the night.

Something inside me breaks. 

My restraint.

With my shoes back on, I stride outside to track down the bitch hostess and her entourage. She stands near the Koi pond, her back to me as I approach. I don’t slow. I don’t allow myself a second to think this through.

I slam into Libby’s back with both palms held before me and shunt her into the pond. She stumbles forward with a squeal, ending up immersed to her thighs in the cold water.

“Quit the games, Libby.” I fend off Richard. “The only one who loses, in the end, is you.”

“Oh, how cute,” she retorts as Richard finally gets a hold of me. “You’re concerned for my wellbeing.”

“I’m concerned for the people you’ve yet to scar for life the way you did Gayle.”

She dismisses me with a wave of her hand, wading out of the pond. “I won’t do that again. It’s tacky to use the same punishment twice.”

“It’s fucked up to do it at all.” I pull against Richard, yet his hold is secure. “You can release me, you dick. I’m going anyway.”

“I’ll make sure you get home,” Colt offers.

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

He lifts my clutch. “I’ve already got your things. Come on, sis.”

“Yeah, sis,” Christian leers from his spot seated beside some primped and primed brunette. “You’ll need this.” He tosses Colt my phone.

I lunge after it the second Richard releases me, not stopping to hear whatever scornful words Libby sends after me.

I need to see what they did.

I’m vaguely aware of Colt shadowing me through the house, but my focus is on the post that went live on my feed two hours ago. “Karma is such a bitch,” the post reads above the video shot by Ingrid.

Although, to anybody who wasn’t here, it appears as though I shot the clip. Especially when my laughter erupts split seconds before the clip ends, it looks as though I approved of what they did. As though I knew that it would happen.

Colt walks smack into my back when I stall, contemplating turning around to finish Libby off. 

“Leave,” he urges, a hand between my shoulders. “You won’t win anything tonight.”

“You knew about this,” I snap at him, breaking contact to push out the front door.

He follows me into the night. “I knew they would pin a punishment on you, but I didn’t know what they’d do or that they’d post it online.”

“Do you see what kind of people they are now?” I cry, hand raised toward the house. “Does it bother you?”

“Of course, it bothers me, but what else could I do?”

“Keep your damn head down in Arcadia and stay there.”

“I couldn’t,” he shouts, hands fisted in his hair. “It’s complicated, Lace.”

“I know what happened,” I say quietly, taking a step toward him. “I know you have a history with Mandy.”

His eyes widen in shock. “Who told you? No, wait. It was Tuck, wasn’t it?”

“Tuck and Maggie,” I cede. “Why didn’t you tell me, Colt? I thought we stuck by each other. Why are we fighting over this?”

“There’s more to it, than just history, Lace. I couldn’t stay out there; they’d never let me.”

“All wrongdoings can be amended for,” I offer, reaching out for him.

He steps away. “Not this one. If they’d told you everything, then we wouldn’t be talking now.”

“Everything?”

He nods. “Get home safe, sis. I’ll see you there.”

“Colt,” I call after him. “What do you mean everything?”

“I fucked up, Lacey.” He runs a rough hand over his golden hair. “Bad enough that no amount of penance or apologies will make up for it. I can’t make amends. Not this time. I have to stay in Riverbourne.”
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Sweat runs down the valley of my back, glistening in a sheen over my exposed arms while I heft the latest magnesium delivery under cover of the shed. One hundred twenty-five kilo bags that need to stay dry and a damn shed that doesn’t have a doorway big enough for the delivery truck.

I guess remedying that situation isn’t much of a priority for Kurt when he has an able-bodied son who can lug it all inside.

Besides, I’m happy for the distraction today. Five long-arse fucking days at school, counting down the hours until Maggie heads into Riverbourne to get Lacey. 

Yeah. I’m whipped by that girl—even if she doesn’t realise how bad.

There’s only so many times I can get relief at the expense of some hot chick on Instagram, or a few RedTube videos before bed. 

Fucking hormones. And girls think they have it bad. 

The day promises to be a good one if the crisp blue sky beyond the morning cloud is any indication. I came out before breakfast to get a head start on the job, well aware the old man would want it done before he let me take off for the day. 

Twenty bags to go, and then I’m finished. If she got away when she was supposed to, Maggie will pull up to collect Lacey any minute now. Not that I’m counting. 

“You’re keen,” Kurt calls out as he crosses the yard with two travel mugs in his hands. “I can’t remember the last time you were up before me on the weekend.”

“Got places to be, Dad.” I jump another two bags into the crook of my bent arms. 

He sets one of the travel mugs down on the top of a post. “Figured you’d want one when you’re done.”

“Thanks.”

He eyes me from under the brim of his hat, sipping on his coffee while I transfer the last of the magnesium indoors. I lift the empty pallet and shift it across to the stack that’ll be taken away with our next delivery, and then brush myself off on my way to collect the drink.

He grins, shoulder leant against the side of the shed while I pick the mug up and take a tester sip to see how hot it is. 

“Must be a girl, huh?”

“What makes you say that?” I don’t tell him much about my private life for good reason: he doesn’t care.

“Not many other explanations for why a boy will dive into work with such gusto this early on a Saturday.”

“Ed rides today, remember?”

“Comp don’t start until eleven.”

Damn it. “We want to get there early, so we’re not stuck parking out the back of the field.”

“As though a little mud ever bothered you.” Kurt pushes off his position, lifting my discarded shirt to toss it at me. 

I catch it with one hand.

“Do I know her?”

I shake my head, setting the drink down to slide my arms through the sleeves of my shirt. The open flannel hangs from my body. 

“You be sure to bring her around if you’re serious, son.”

“Why?” I scathe, lifting my drink. “So you can give me your approval? I don’t need it.”

“Are you sure about that?” His tone shifts.

I stiffen.

“If you want time off your jobs around here so you can go chase tail, then don’t you think I should feel it’s a worthwhile sacrifice?”

“Be nice if you trusted my judgement,” I mutter.

He snatches the mug of coffee from my hand, and then promptly upends it on the dirt. The hot liquid chugs out the small hole in the lid, splashing over the toe of his boots. “I need River Run and Lower Alcove done before you go.” He jerks his head toward the quad with the spreader hitched to the back. 

Arsehole. I shouldn’t have pushed him if I wanted to be sure of getting away on time. “Fine.”

“Then you can wash it out. Make sure the residue isn’t built up in the hopper.”

My jaw aches, I grit my teeth so hard. “Anything else?”

“I’ll be sure to let you know.” He tosses the empty mug back to me. “Take that inside and wash it out when you’re done, huh?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Looking forward to meeting this girl of yours, boy.”

I bet he is.

 

***

 

There’s only one problem with spreading magnesium over a paddock—you can’t rush it. The fine white powder lies in a pretty dusting over the grass, the lines clearly showing if I’ve done the job right or not. If I’d cut corners and opened the chute a little wider, then I could have cut half an hour off the time. But then I’d have thick white lines on two-thirds of the pasture and another reason for Kurt to hold me back.

So, I did it right. And I missed her call.

“What’s the problem?” I ask Mags, out of breath from speed washing the trailer. 

“She won’t come.”

Fuck me. This day… “Why not?”

“She’s in a world of shit. Did you not see that video she posted last weekend?”

“Clearly. I’m not on my phone as much as you.” Plus, the lack of signal out here means browsing is restricted to the house where the WIFI signal is most reliable. 

Maggie sighs. “She put up a video she took of some girl getting physically tortured.”

“Huh?” That doesn’t sound like something Lacey would do.

Or is it? How well do you really know a person after a few weeks? Considering what her prick of a brother did, then maybe I’ve got rose-tinted glasses on?

“She took it down a few hours later, but I saw it. It was pretty shit, Tuck.”

“What’s done is done.”

“I tried to tell you—” she starts.

“I know. I wasn’t helpful.” I cut most everyone off all week, choosing to spend lunch breaks with Major in the arena practising our drills. “I take it she’s not with you if you’re talking about her so freely.”

“Nope.”

“Can you get her on the line?”

“Dude,” Mags sighs. “Her mum won’t let me near the house.”

“Fuck’s sake.” I start toward mine. “What do you want me to do? My hands are tied when I’m out here.”

“Can you try calling her? She might pick up if it’s you.”

Aw, hell no. Being all cute with Lacey via Messenger is one thing, but to actually phone her? Yeah. It’s not the same. 

“Do I have to?” Telling her I need her here face-to-face is paramount to doing a damn public speech in class. Awkward.

“Are you hearing yourself?” Maggie laughs. “Do you want the girl out there tonight, or what?”

I groan as I reach the back doorstep. “Give me five.”

I disconnect to the sound of Maggie’s laughter and tug my dirty boots off.

Dialling Lacey via Messenger while I step in the back door, I then set the phone down on the laundry hamper to wait for it to ring out. If she doesn’t answer Maggie, then I can’t imagine her answering me, especially when she’s—

“Hey.”

Shit. I freeze with my shirt and tank on the floor, and my jeans pooled at my feet. “Uh, hi.”

Lacey clears her throat, looking away from her screen.

I lift the phone with a massive grin on my face. “How are you doin’?”

“Yeah, um, okay.” She giggles softly. “Did I interrupt something?”

“Nope.” I start through the house to my room. “Been out doing stuff on the farm. Was getting undressed before a shower.”

“And you thought you’d call at the same time?” She lifts one eyebrow.

“Didn’t think you’d answer. Why won’t you come?” I want to hear her explain this shit to me.

“I’m not allowed out at all. Anywhere.”

“For how long?” I set her on my set of drawers so I can pull on clean jeans. 

“A month, maybe? Forever?” She sighs. “I didn’t ask.”

“What the hell did you do? Is this because you run off your last night here?”

She goes quiet. I pause and check the screen to make sure she’s still there. 

“I got framed for something that happened here,” she confesses. “But Mum doesn’t believe me. She thinks I did it to get back at everyone for what they did at school.”

“What have they been doing?” I rest an elbow either side of the phone and lean over the screen, hands knitted together above it.

“It’s nothing.” Lacey walks away from the screen, her voice growing distant. “Just petty shit, Tuck. Don’t worry about it. I’m sorry I can’t make it today.”

I’d give anything to be able to reach through the phone to hers and lift it so I can see her. “Come back here.”

“I can’t leave. Mum won’t let—”

“I mean to the phone, Lacey. Come back so I can see you.”

She sighs, the soft exhale barely audible from wherever she is. A fucking poster of vintage Mickey Mouse stares back at me instead. 

“I want to see you, baby.”

Another tense minute passes. My heart feels too large for my chest. 

“Okay.” She moves back into view, the rims of her eyes noticeably pinker and a tissue clutched in her hand. Still, she won’t look at me. 

“Lace.”

“Yeah?” Her throat bobs. 

“I wish I could hold you right now.”

“I wish you could too,” she whispers. “I need to feel like somebody still wants me.”

Jesus fucking Christ. 

“Maggie’s still there,” I tell her. “Get your goddamn boots on, baby, and get out to her. We’ll figure out the rest after.”

She sighs, a small smile tugging at her tasty pink lips. “Don’t tempt me.”

“I’m fucking serious, Lacey.”

She swings her head around to look at me, those smooth golden locks of her sliding free to frame her face. 

“If you don’t break yourself out of that prison, then I’ll be in there to do it myself.”

“You wouldn’t.”

I lift her in one hand, snatching up my T-shirt and keys in the other. “Try me.”

“Okay, okay.” Both palms to the camera, she urges me to stop. “Have a damn shower—you probably stink.”

“Like all real men do.” I wink.

She shakes her head with an added huff. “I’ll probably be sent to train as a nun after this.”

“Then I’ll have fun breaking your vows.”

She swallows hard, one hand poised at her throat.

There’s something about this girl that brings out the wicked in me.

And I fucking like it.
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The screen went to black long ago, but still, I sit and stare at the magic device, disbelieving of the sights it brought me. 

Damn, that boy is fine.

Breaking from my trance, I snatch the phone off my bed and stride to the window. My thumb taps out a quick message to stop Maggie from leaving, my darting eyes failing to locate any sign of her in the thin strip of road I can see from Christian’s window. 

L: Change of plans. It might take some time, but don’t leave without me.

Like the true friend she is, Mags replies instantly. 

M: You need help?

L: I’ll let you know. 

If I want to pull this off with a decent head start, then I need to feed the illusion. Mum was in the parlour, last I saw her. Colt out on the patio, nursing a headache. 

Hair ruffled a little, I step out into the tiled hallway and slap my soles heavily while I walk. My feet itch to rush, my limbs tense with the coiled urgency, yet I force myself to take the same slow path I would if I was sulking around the house. 

As predicted, Mum lifts her head from her magazine as I pass toward the kitchen. “Decided to re-join us, have you?”

“Getting snacks, so I don’t have to see you for the rest of the day,” I snap.

Colt remains stretched out on a cushioned lounger; one arm slung over his eyes while he soaks in the warmth. I wouldn’t exactly call it sunbathing considering he’s fully dressed. More, he appears to be attempting to derive life from the sun.

Ordinarily, I would have taken a bottle of water out to him to ensure his hungover arse doesn’t become dehydrated. But not today. 

He’s tried all week to get me to talk to him about what he did, but I’m not ready. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready. His betrayal cut deep, but what hurt the worst is his blatant involvement of a girl who had nothing to do with this spat between Libby and me. 

I snatch up a bag of salted pretzels and a bottle of juice, tucking them inside my arms for the walk back to Christian’s room. Mum pretends to pay me no mind as I pass, but I catch the slight shift of her eyes to peek at me in her periphery. 

Good. I want this to look as believable as possible. 

I make it back down the far end of the house, and for added emphasis, slam the door behind me. Not so hard that I risk bringing Mum here to tell me off, but enough that my discord with the cold and heartless half of my family is clear. 

L: Almost there ;)

I toss the snacks in the bedside drawer and then creep across the hall to get a few of my cosmetics. Leaving enough on the bathroom counter to seem as though I’m still here, I take the remainder over to Christian’s room and stash them in the front of a backpack I found in the closet. I can always use a spare toothbrush at Maggie’s if need be. She didn’t ask me to spend the night, but I have the feeling I won’t be in a rush to get back here if Mum discovers my absence. 

Using a spare blanket from the closet also, I roll it into as best shape as I can and slide it under the covers on the bed. Satisfied it will appear as though I’m on my side, legs bent, to anyone who peeks in, I set up my iPad facing the door with the charger in and prop it on the edge of the mattress. With Netflix on autoplay, it should look as though I have the covers over my head and I’m binge-watching a series. Fingers crossed, if Mum tries to talk to “me”, then she’ll think I give her the silent treatment.

Perfect.

A change of clothes, my boots, and a jacket into the backpack later, I push open the tall window and pause to listen. The house remains quiet, which leads me to think nobody has moved since I poked my head down in the living area. Colt’s position is around the far corner of the house, so I’ll need to be wise about this to avoid the risk of being spotted. 

I lower the backpack out first, dropping it carefully into the native grasses under the window with a gentle swish of their long leaves. One leg before the other, I climb onto the windowsill and pause again to triple check I’m in the clear. 

My phone chimes from within the bag. Shit. I tense my shoulders, eyes closed to listen for any sign of movement. Nothing. With a grace trained into me for formal dances, I drop into the garden silently, my sneakers making small divots in the dirt. 

I lift the backpack, and then gently brush the dirt over so there’s no trace of me being here. The window, I push until it rests against the frame, not fully closed so that I have a way back in. Keeping my line of sight at the forefront of my mind, I cut a diagonal path across the lawn to stay undiscovered, and duck between the rails of the fence to pop up on the road roughly twenty metres from where Maggie’s parked. 

She slowly and quietly idles the car backward until she’s at a safe point to turn around, and then waits on the far side of the road for me. I dart over the rough seal and stay low around the hood to crouch beside the passenger side. Her chuckle greets me when I open the door and slip awkwardly onto the seat. 

“That was funny as shit, dude.”

I grin, slotting the backpack at my feet. “Just drive.”

She gently eases away from the verge and gets a good hundred metres down the road before opening the throttle fully. “You going to tell me what changed your mind, then?”

I glance across at her while I scoot up the seat. “I get the feeling you know.” 

Her grin widens, and she drops her hand to stop trying to hide it. “Maybe.”

“Well, it worked. The fact he was pretty much naked might have bent my arm a little too.”

“What?” Maggie half shrieks, half laughs. 

“He said he was getting ready for a shower and he didn’t think I’d answer.” My cheeks heat at the memory of Tuck’s fit and muscular body. “I’m glad I did.”

Maggie snorts. “I bet you are. What did he say, though?”

“That he wishes I was there,” I say softly. “I feel bad, though, Maggie. I was a real bitch to you both when I left.”

“I get it.” She reaches across, eyes still on the road, and pats me twice on the leg. “Stress makes us act in weird ways. I’m over it, and I think he might be too just quietly.”

“I still feel bad.”

“So, make it up to him.” She tightens both hands briefly on the wheel. “You might not get to see him for a long time after this, so don’t hold back. Tell Tuck you’re sorry and show him how you feel about the guy. Let him make the decision for you.”

“I don’t want to waste his time, though. Isn’t that selfish to go after him when I’m bound to be locked in my room for a year? I’m sure he has other interested parties in Arcadia.”

Maggie sighs. “Look. Tuck is a joker with his mates. He’s light-hearted, sure, but don’t be fooled by that exterior. He’s probably the biggest softie I know. He just doesn’t like showing that side of himself much. It’s a guy thing, I suppose.”

“I guess.” I lean back into the seat. 

“Now, quit worrying about what’s going to happen tomorrow and have some fun today, huh?”

“What are we doing?” Tuck never mentioned where we’d go, just that he wanted me to lead Maggie there.

“You don’t know?” Her eyes light up.

I shake my head, suddenly a little nervous. 

“Dude!” She reaches out and knocks me lightly with her knuckles. “We’re taking you to your first rodeo!”

She punctuates her statement with a loud “Yee-ha!” before we both erupt into peals of laughter.

God, I feel so much lighter already.

Two weeks of hell and the stress of it all can be washed away with nothing more than a good old laugh with a friend.

I can already tell that this will be the best bad decision I’ve ever made. 
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Two more riders, and then Ed’s up. I lean back on the railing and eye the broncs left in the pen, trying to work out which one he might get drawn with. For his sake, I hope he gets the angry piebald and not the flighty bay horse. It’s always easier to gain points on an animal that bucks you off after four seconds than it is to get them on a horse who spends most of its time pointlessly darting around the arena rather than kicking. 

The announcement echoes over the PA, calling the next rider’s name. I recognise the guy—a kid we went to primary school with before his parents moved the family north. He climbs the side of the chute, waiting on the handlers to prep the horse.

“Feeling good?” Johnson asks Ed, leaning forward to look past me. 

Ed shrugs, eyes on the people who dart around the arena to kick the dirt back into the deep divots and check for litter. 

“Must be,” I tease. The guy’s always quiet when he’s in the zone. 

My gaze drifts across the covered arena to a group of girls. They strut down the fence line toward a gap in the stands, well aware they draw attention. At least two look across and spot our line-up perched atop the corral fence. But it’s not them I’m interested in. It’s the walkway behind them that leads out to the carpark. 

Lacey messaged twenty minutes ago to say they were pulling in the gate. So, where the fuck are they? I told her where to find us. Maggie knows where to go. 

“She’ll turn up,” Beau says quietly, nudging me in the arm.

The next rider bursts out of the chute, his beast bucking violently and leaping to one side. The animal has the guy unseated in three seconds even, the frustration clear on the guy’s face as he marches back to the rider’s area. 

The bay horse gets ushered toward the chute. Thank fuck. 

“Your old man got you doing any work this afternoon?” Johnson asks. “Or can you join us tonight?”

“I’ll let you know, mate.” All depends on what Lacey wants to do. 

The next rider settles himself on the horse’s back as his name comes over the PA. I glance up automatically to check the walkway and damn near fall off the fucking fence. 

The girls have arrived. 

“We made it back just in time.”

Fuck. And so has the trouble.

Johnson glares down at Amber and Dee, his position atop the fence probably giving him a perfect bird’s eye view of his step-sister’s tits. Fucking ew. “Got yourself a drink and didn’t get me anything?”

“Ugh.” Amber rolls her heavily made-up eyes. “Have some of mine, then.”

I look away while Johnson sucks greedily on his sister’s straw and locate Lacey and Mags again. They make their way past the last row of stands and cut through the lay-by area towards where we sit. Girls dressed to the nines in their best shirts, tightest jeans, and cleanest boots are everywhere, yet I only have eyes for one.

A girl who wears denim cut-offs like she was born for them, those long legs perfectly tipped with her boots, a loose white tank flowing around her slim middle as she walks. I’ll need to have a damn word with Maggie later about how she’s done Lacey’s hair.

Motherfucking loose pigtail braids. 

The girl wants me to come in my fucking jeans, I’m sure of it. 

“Holy shit.” Ed smacks my lower back from where he stands behind us. “Look at that.”

“Ugh,” Dee grumbles. “Try hard.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Johnson gripes. “Just because she makes you look like the arse end of a dog.”

The last rider before Ed leaves the chute, putting in an impressive ride despite having such a shit draw with the horse.

“That’s me.” Ed makes his way toward the staging area after his name gets called over the PA. 

“Just in time.” I grin down at the ladies as they arrive. “Ed’s getting ready to go.”

Maggie ignores the bitches to her right and places a booted foot on the bottom rail to pop her head up next to Beau. “I was hoping he’d ride last since he missed last season.”

“Yep.” I nudge Johnson to force him to move over and then gesture for Lacey to do the same as Maggie beside me. 

She frowns at Amber and Dee who look ready to wrestle her into the dirt and then sets her foot on the rail too.

“Hey.”

“Hi.” Her cheeks flare pink, and she cuts her gaze away to watch the clowns clear the arena of debris. 

“Watch over there.” I point to where Ed settles himself on the piebald’s back. The horse bucks violently inside the chute, making a horrendous clatter before it’s forced to settle down at the hands of Ed’s competitors.

There aren’t many sports where direct opponents all pitch in to support each other. Rodeo is one of them. At least, until you get into the pro circuit, and then it’s hit and miss whether your opponent wants you to ride safe or drop off with an injury.

“He just has to stay on, right?” Lacey asks.

Johnson snorts a laugh. 

“Yeah,” I answer, flashing him a dirty look. “For eight seconds.”

“He can only use one hand,” Johnson explains, “which is why they strap him in like they are.”

“And what if he gets stuck?”

“Then he probably gets hurt again,” I answer.

“Come on, Dee,” Amber snaps. “It stinks like trash around here.”

Johnson glances at Lacey’s tense focus on the arena, and then at me. He sighs, and turns to call after the girls, “You do realise the smell will follow when it’s you, don’t you?”

Amber flips the bird behind herself, sauntering away to snare some unsuspecting green cowboy who wasn’t forewarned about her. 

The chute opens, and Ed’s horse leaps into the arena. He whips back and forth, his free arm high in the air. The bronc unseats him, but he clings tightly with his far leg, saving himself from hitting the dirt until the buzzer sounds.

Our fence line erupts into hoots and hollers of support as Ed gets to his feet and turns to face us with a huge grin. Our row abruptly goes quiet; each of us seeing what he doesn’t behind him. The bronc spins and flicks its hooves out to clip Ed in the back of the shoulders.

He stumbles forward, lands on one knee, and then rolls away to avoid the hooves coming down on the dirt again. The clowns wrangle the horse out of the way, one of them running over to check he’s okay. Beau’s hands tighten on the top rail, his body forward and poised to leap down and help if need be. But our buddy waves the clown off and bursts into laughter.

He strides over to our line-up, jerking his glove off as he does. “Thank fuck for body armour, hey?”

He almost didn’t wear it. Only put it on because Johnson bluntly reminded him how much it sucked to sit out last year. 

“You good, mate?” Beau asks.

Ed nods, still smiling. “Be a huge fucking bruise, but.”

“I’m sure you’ll find yourself a nice girl to kiss it better later,” Johnson quips.

I lift my hand to whack him in the arm, yet Lacey laughs at the jest. Sometimes I still forget that her exterior doesn’t match the girl inside. She’s not as precious as she looks. 

 “When does the party start?” Maggie asks, excited.

“After Tuck’s session.”

Lacey turns her head, staring up at me. “You’re riding today?”

I give the girl a wink. “Sure am.”

“You didn’t say that earlier.”

“I wanted it to be a surprise.”

Johnson snorts again, so I push the arsehole off the fence. He stumbles in the dirt, turning to fix his hat and land a filthy glare on me. 

“Where’s Major, then?” Lacey leans back, hands on the top rail, to look around the pens. 

I take a moment to drink her in. So fucking pretty. How did a dumbarse like me land a girl like her?

“He’s hitched to the float.” I turn away from her and lift one leg over the rails. “We’ll take a walk, and you can see him.” Anything to get away from these arseholes teasing me. 

Lacey hops off the fence, her pigtails shifting where they lay on her collarbones as she lands. I bring my other leg over and leap down also, my boots kicking up a little dirt when I hit the ground. She goes first, allowing me to guide her out onto the access road that runs behind the arena. 

“You have much trouble getting away?” I ask, scratching the back of my neck. 

She glances over at me, her fingertips fidgeting with the hem of her shorts as she walks. “I made a clean getaway.”

Her grin makes me laugh. She’s such a little troublemaker underneath all this perfect hair and pristine makeup. I can’t wait to get up to no good with her. In all the ways. 

“When do you want to be home by?”

A humourless laugh slips from her throat. “Never. It’s not my home.”

“Yeah. I get that.” The resulting tension chokes further conversation, so I stick my hand out and collect hers.

She glances down at our entwined fingers before smiling up at me like I just made her day. 

It kind of made mine too.

“I’m sorry, Tuck.” Her hand squeezes mine gently. “For the things I said.”

“Yeah, I know.” I tug her closer and sling my arm around her shoulders instead. “I am too.”

“Was it the truth, though?” she asks carefully. “Was I a dare?”

“Can we talk about that later?” I steer us between two floats to where Major rests his weight on one hip, his eyes half-lidded and lazy in the partial sun. 

“I guess.” She tugs free, arms across her as she approaches my horse. 

I slip in behind, wrapping my arms around to rest both hands on her hipbones. “I promise we will,” I say into her neck, nuzzling the soft skin there. “I haven’t seen you for two weeks, and I’d kind of like to make up for that first.”

“I don’t deserve you.” Lacey reaches out to pet Major’s neck, the damn animal opening his eyes and exhaling in approval. 

“I hope you were saying that to my horse,” I tease. 

She sighs, leaning against my chest harder. 

“You deserve me, baby,” I whisper in her ear. “It’s me who lucked out.”

“I don’t know about that.” Her delicate fingers trace mine until she settles her hand fully over my own. “You didn’t know me before I came here to Arcadia. I wasn’t a nice person.”

“And you didn’t know me,” I remind her. “I wasn’t the nicest guy, either.”

She allows me to spin her around, much to Major’s dissatisfaction. I hold her tight against me, one hand supporting her lower back, the other cupping the back of her head. She reaches between us and tips my hat back with a single finger, then trailing the digit down the bridge of my nose to rest it against my lips.

I suck her finger into my mouth, swirling my tongue around the tip. 

Fire lights in her gaze, the heat between us uncomfortable in the midday sun. 

This shit would be ten times more fun naked. 

“Tuck,” Lace whispers. 

“Yeah?” I murmur, releasing her fingertip. 

“I don’t want to rush things just because.”

Slipping my hand to the side of Lacey’s neck, I brush a thumb along her jaw. “Because of what?”

“Because I might not see you again for a really long time. My Mum already lost it over that video. She’s going to be off the rails with this.”

My chest rises with the steadying breath I force in. “So that you know, I didn’t intentionally try to rush you.” I let her go gently, stepping away to check Major’s water. “I was only doing what came naturally.”

“I know.” She sounds regretful.

Good. This girl has no idea how fucking hard it is to blue-ball yourself, especially when she looks at me like I’m the only fucking person within miles. 

“You want to help me saddle him up?”

“Sure.” A small smile returns to her lush lips. 

“I’ve got enough time that you could have a quick ride on him again before I do my event.”

“I don’t have to.” Lacey fidgets with the end of one of the pigtails.

“I want you to.” Because if I can’t have any fun with her, then Major may as well get something out of this. 

Fuck me. I dip my head to hide my smile. My damn horse has already gotten more one-on-one time with the girl than I have. And with the way he tosses his head just now, the fucker knows it, too. 

Arsehole.
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Reining. I asked Maggie what it is that Tuck’s about to do, and she said it’s called reining. It looks like a dressage knock-off, but for all I know, dressage could be the snobby version of this. 

All the same, these riders have talent. I would have fallen off the first go-around of the arena, let alone when they spin the animal in a tight circle. 

“Here, he comes.” Mags elbows me where we’re seated in the stands. 

I straighten my back so that I can see Tuck better. He sits astride Major, the two of them serious and focused as they look ahead at the empty arena. My heart does a loop-de-loop remembering his body pressed up tight against my own. 

He looks downright delectable seated up there in his dark jeans, pale grey shirt, black boots, chaps, and hat. I hope to catch his eye, but I know by the way his brow furrows he’s tightly concentrated on the event ahead of him.

He has a set course they need to do, and from what I’ve learned so far, the finesse is not only in the way the rider handles their horse but in the crispness of the movements. 

The music starts to signal he can go, and I watch on, enthralled already as Tuck lets Major walk slowly into the sawdust-covered oval with his head hung low and the reins slack. They complete the first walk, coming to a stop in the middle, facing the judges, before Tuck nudges Major into a canter. Two loops of the arena, each quicker than the last, and he turns back to the centre, slowing Major to a walk. 

Johnson appears on my right, taking a seat on the steel stand. “He’ll make the national grade if he keeps this up.”

“Is that the plan?” I wish I knew more about this side of Tuck. What he wants from life. Where he plans to go.

“He’d like to, but his old man treats this like child’s play.”

“Why does that not surprise me?” Maggie grumbles.

We fall silent, returning our focus to Tuck as he does the first of the tight turns. Four pirouettes left, and then four right. Major stops on a dime each time, faced perfectly forward and without stumbling.

“He’s doing well, isn’t he?” I ask, checking my newbie assumptions are correct.

“Should get top points with this.” Johnson leans forward, elbows on knees.

Amber and Dee approach, following close behind Beau. I note that Beau slides in beside Maggie, seemingly happy to be rid of the girls. They stay on foot, leaning on the fence to watch Tuck perform.

Major rushes from the far right, ears tucked back as he gallops at speed toward where Tuck will pull tight and skid him to an immediate stop. Major’s hooves dig in, dust flying up in a cloud and his haunches almost flat on the ground. Tuck leans back, seemingly relaxed while he lets off on the reins to allow Major to stand again.

The crowd cheer and show their appreciation of Tuck’s skill.

I’m mainly excited that he’s almost finished and I’ll get to spend more time with him.

“Tuck looks so sexy when he’s serious,” Dee quips, glancing over her shoulder at me.

I ignore the bitch and silently cheer Tuck on as Major tears toward his second hard stop. 

“I heard through the grapevine that Sophia from Portside Girls said he looks the same in the sack.” 

My skin prickles at Amber’s remark. I know she wants to rile me up, and it makes me mad that her careless comment does. 

Beau leans behind Maggie—who looks ready to murder Amber—and murmurs, “Don’t worry. She’s lying. He didn’t sleep with Sophia.”

“Thanks.” Although the rocks in my gut don’t let up. Beau only said he didn’t sleep with her, not that he didn’t have a thing with her. 

Jesus, Lacey. Jealous much?

Tuck finishes his routine with Major walking backward, Tuck’s hips rolling with the movement. He does that finger to hat thing to the judges, his lips tipped up on one side in a slight smirk, and then turns Major to walk him out the same way they came in: head down and reins slack.

“Come on.” Maggie gives me a tap on the knee before she stands. “We’ll go meet him around the other side.”

“See you back here,” Beau says with the hint of a question in his tone.

Mags turns and smiles softly at the guy. “Yeah. Sure.”

I notice the filthy look Amber gives Maggie and match it with one of my own directed toward her. She doesn’t own these guys. If Beau wants to spend time with Maggie, then what say does she have in it?

“Get us a drink on your way back, would you girls?” Johnson leans with his elbows propped on the bench seat behind him, a lazy grin lighting up his devilish eyes. 

“Anything in particular?” I ask, arms folded and one eyebrow cocked. 

He twists his lips down. “I’m not fussy. Surprise me, Hollywood.”

Strangely, his nickname for me doesn’t irritate me the same way it used to. The way he said it … it was almost friendly. 

“Yeah. There’s a good girl, Lacey,” Dee teases, reaching out to pat me on the head.

I duck, avoiding contact. “Keep your hands to yourself.”

“Worried my country filth will rub off on you?” she taunts, waving her palms toward me. 

“Doubt it,” Amber scathes, flouncing over to drop down beside Johnson. “Otherwise she wouldn’t let Tuck touch her, would she?”

“It’s quite sad, you know?” I glance between them. “If you didn’t have your bitter jealousy, then you’d have no reason to get up each day, would you?”

Johnson smirks, tipping his chin down to hide his face beneath his hat. Beau watches Maggie, who stands there with a proud smile on her face. 

“Fuck off and get my brother his drink, would you?” Amber reclines, leaning an elbow in the crook of Johnson’s hip. 

He seems irritated by it, yet he does nothing to move her away. 

“Sure. Why not?” I shrug, backing away. “We all know you don’t do any favours for him unless they’re sexual.”

“Oh, shit,” Maggie groans, snatching me by the elbow and hauling me down the fence line. 

I catch the smirk as Beau looks away, and the way Johnson closes his eyes to pinch the bridge of his nose. 

Amber could catch flies, her jaw is so damn slack. 

I giggle, looking toward Maggie as we walk. “Did I bring up something I shouldn’t?”

“Maybe.” She laughs. “Oh, man. I mean everyone knows about it, but it’s one of those things nobody has dared say out loud.” She knocks her elbow into mine. “You’re nah-sty when you want to be.”

“There’s a lot about me you guys don’t know,” I say flatly. “I wasn’t always such a pushover.”

There was a time when I shared the top rung with Libby, our callousness on a level of its own. I didn’t make it into the Chosen through name or assets alone. I had to fight and claw my way there. 

“What is it about our wee town that changed you?” Maggie asks, holding the gate open so I can cross into the dirt yard. 

“I don’t know.” I glance up at the tall pines that line the access road, at the contrast they create with the crystal-clear blue sky. “It probably sounds corny, but there’s something about being out here where there’s room to breathe, where there’s green every which way you look, that brings a new perspective.”

“I don’t think it’s corny.” Maggie follows my lead, glancing up at the sky while we walk toward the floats. “I guess we have more time to reflect on stuff out here.”

“Yeah.” I tuck my thumbs in the pockets of my cut-offs and scuff a stone along the dirt track. “In the city, it’s so busy. Everyone’s doing something, going somewhere. We all have a purpose to what we’re doing every hour of the day. Brunch, parties, dinners, fundraisers, events… the list is never-ending. If your calendar isn’t full, then you’re looked upon as though you aren’t trying.”

“Sounds like hell if you ask me.” Mags snorts a laugh. “I hate being expected to be somewhere. I like to make my own plans as I go.”

“I got that about you when we first met.”

She sidesteps to knock shoulders. “Look at us. Chalk and cheese, man. How did that happen?”

“We balance each other?” I say with a lift of my eyebrows.

She stares at me a second before we both burst into laughter.

“Something I need to know?”

I didn’t realise we’d made it to Tuck’s float. “Girl stuff,” I say with a smile. 

“I’ll go get Johnson his damn drink.” Maggie winks, strutting away with a wave over her shoulder. “Great work, Tuck.”

“Thanks,” he calls after her, turning his attention back to me.

I pull in a deep breath, devouring the sight of him standing there with Major’s saddle in one hand, the muscles in his arm straining under the weight. His hat sits low, his eyes hungry while he gives me a lazy smile.

“Cat got your tongue?” he teases, taking a step closer.

“There’s just no words,” I reply on an exhale. 

All those years spent chasing boys in the city. I clearly did not know what I was missing out on. Otherwise, I would have petitioned for a change of scene a long damn time ago.
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TUCK

Lacey swings her feet back and forth where she’s perched on the tailgate of the truck; hands braced either side of her silky-smooth thighs. The girl’s patiently waited for me to settle Major in for the night, watching my every move with an amused kind of fascination. Having her so focused on me, and only me? Yeah—it makes me hot.

I toss Major’s brush into the float and then step across to where she sits. Her cheeky gaze follows me, the tilt of her lips hinting at thoughts that match my own.

“What you smiling about, huh?”

She shrugs. “Nothing you need to know.”

I lift my hat off and drop it on her head. Fuck, that’s hot. For a born and raised city girl, she makes a pretty fucking sweet country gal too. 

“Let me freshen up, and then we’ll go find the others.” I’ve got dust in my hair, and the shirt on my back is soaked with sweat. 

“Sure.” She grins, adjusting the hat to seat better over her pigtails. 

I need to cool down—fast. Lacey’s hands slow their fussing as I work my way down the buttons, then shake the cotton off my back. Snatching up a jug of water tucked in the shade of the truck, I bend at the waist and tip some over my head to wash out my dirty hair. The droplets run down my spine; my bare shoulders wet from the overflow. 

I stand and shake myself off like a damn dog, spraying water all over Lacey. She lifts both hands and one knee, curling away from the spray while she giggles uncontrollably.  It’s so damn good to hear her happy.

“Tuck! Stop it.”

“Thought you might need to cool off, too.”

“Oh my, God. Not like that.” 

She still giggles a little when I settle myself between her legs, placing a hand either side of her hips. “How do you think I did in there, then, huh? You think I won over the judges?”

“Without a doubt. You looked really good.” Her eyelids are heavy, her lips slightly parted as she glances at my mouth. 

“I asked what you thought of my routine, baby, not me.”

A cute blush rushes into her cheeks. “Can’t fault me for admiring both.”

Her breath feathers over me as she speaks. “I suppose not.” All I need to do is lean forward a little more.

She beats me to it.

Hands braced over top of mine, Lacey closes the gap between us and gently tugs my bottom lip between hers. She takes the time to taste it before releasing the flesh, her measured breaths heavy and slow. 

I jerk my hands free and place them on her butt, scooting her to the edge of the tailgate and tight against me. My mouth connects with hers; my hat knocked off when both of us tilt our head to deepen the contact. 

She tastes sweet, like the candy flavoured slushies they sell out front, and on a hot day like today, I can’t get enough. Her breaths quicken, and I groan at the sound of her rushed need for oxygen.

She won’t let up, though. My girl’s hungry, and I’m a man that wants to keep his woman fed. 

Delicate fingers thread through my wet hair, her back arching to press tighter against me. I nip and suck at her lips, moving along her jaw to do the same to her neck. The exhale that brushes my ear sends shivers down my spine, the sun not enough to keep the goosebumps she elicits at bay.

“I’ve missed you,” Lace whispers, her words a mirror to my thoughts. 

“Makes this all the sweeter, though, don’t it?” I cradle her head between my large hands, pressing my forehead to hers. “Tell me you’re staying tonight.”

Rodeo days always end in a camp circle where anything goes. It wouldn’t be the same without her there. 

“I’d stay here forever if I could.” She sighs, pulling back. “I don’t want to go back to Riverbourne, Tuck. I hate it there now.”

“I know.” But what can I do about it? If she wants to live out here, then she needs to work that out with her parents. “It’s only another two years after this one,” I remind her.

Yep. Sounds as shitty out loud as I thought it might.

The heat of the moment gone, I figure it best if I give her a little space. I shift a leg to take a step back, but her boots curl around the back of my thighs and pin me close. 

“Can we, um, talk about that dare thing now?”

Fuck it. “Are you sure?”

She nods, the warm rising breeze flicking loose strands of her golden hair over her face. 

I sweep them aside, tucking the wayward lengths behind her ear. “You gotta understand that when you and Colt turned up, everyone thought you knew what he’d done. The girls especially wanted to make somebody hurt, and since Colt never seemed to have any guilt over the whole thing, they thought you were easy digs.”

“Awesome,” she quips. 

I sigh out my nose. “When they saw how close you two were, the girls figured the only way to hurt Colt was to hurt you.”

“And you were tasked with that job?” Her brow furrows.

I run a gentle thumb over the lines to ease her worry. “At first. Yeah.”

Lacey doesn’t respond, swallowing away her words. Her gaze drops to a spot just over my shoulder as she retreats into her head.

“Hey.” I nudge the back of my finger into her stomach. “None of this was fake, okay?”

“I really want to believe that, but—”

“Believe it.” I set my hands on her waist. “They cooked up this fucking plan before I knew who you were. The minute I saw you…” I shake my head, conflicted with sharing the truth out loud. “Jesus, Lace, you ripped the rug from under me.”

She smiles—almost. “I’m sure it wasn’t that instant.”

“It was.” I grin. “Their plan went out the window, and I started my own instead.”

“And what was that, huh?” Her soft hands settle on the back of my bare shoulders, her arms looped around my neck.

“To get the pretty girl to talk to me.”

She laughs, tossing her head back and exposing her smooth and supple throat.

I indulge, settling my lips against the flesh and trailing kisses up to her ear. “What’s so funny?”

She shivers, one hand holding my head in place. The inside of her bottom lip catches my earlobe. “You make it sound as though you had a chance of failing.”

“Nothing is guaranteed, baby.” She allows me to turn my head in her hold, bringing my lips to her mouth. “The best things in life are worked for.”

She tugs my bottom lip between hers for another taste. “I don’t think you had to work that hard.”

“The day I stop is the day I lose you.”

Her arms band tightly around me and, to my surprise, she buries her face in the crook of my neck. It feels like fucking magic. I loop my arm around her waist and use the other to support her weight, lifting her off the truck’s tailgate and switching positions to lean against it myself.

She slides out of my hold but remains leaning against me, her hands pressed against my bare chest. 

“It feels so good to be with you, but at the same time it makes me so sad,” she muses. 

I keep my arms loosely around her and stare down into her bright blue eyes. “I get it.”

The ache this connection brings kind of gives me a new appreciation for Dad. Is that why he pulled away from Mum towards the end? Was it too hard to know what he would lose?

People often ask the question; would you rather know how you die or have it come as a surprise? Before Mum, I said I wanted to know. After her passing, I couldn’t make up my mind what would be worse. But now, with the girl that has a four-letter L-word bouncing around inside my head tucked against me, I think knowing would be worse.

I’d rather enjoy every minute with her without the weight of a deadline hanging over our heads.

Knowing Lacey has to return to Riverbourne is hard enough.

I can’t imagine how Dad felt knowing the woman he loved would never come back.

“What are you thinking?” Lace asks softly, fingertips walking up my chest to tap me on the chin.

“Nothing.” I smile, squeezing her before moving us both off the truck. “I’ll get a shirt on, and then we’ll meet up with the others, huh?”

“If you have to.” She grins.

Fuck me. Tomorrow is gonna suck arse. 
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LACEY

Johnson and Ed race between the back of two pickups, arms behind their backs, to drink cups of beer as fast as they can. There aren’t many rules to this game, only that they can’t use their hands and it has to be done as quickly as possible. Drop one, and the cup doesn’t count. The person who consumes the most in thirty seconds wins. 

Plastic cups litter the ground, beer sloshed down their bare fronts, the two of them barely able to drink a thing given that they giggle like a couple of young girls, dashing back and forth between the vehicles.

I nestle down under the blanket I share with Maggie, curled up on the back of Beau’s truck. The laughter among the group is infectious, the night the most fun I think I’ve had ever. 

“Ladies.” Beau pops up at the side of the truck bed, braced on the wheel. He looks directly at Maggie. “You need another drink?”

She lifts her half-full cup. “I’m still good. Thanks.”

The guy looks devastated. He probably hoped the line would be a segue into further conversation. 

“Hey, Beau.” I slip out from under the blanket. “Keep my spot warm while I go check on Tuck, huh?”

He left to make sure Major was okay a while ago. I’m sure I’ll find him on his way back, but it seemed like a great way to get these two reluctant lovers closer.

Beau leaps over the side. “Sure.” He slips into my vacated spot while I drop off the tailgate. 

I give Maggie a swift look, wiggling my eyebrows. She stares back wide-eyed, which brings a chuckle to my throat. 

The boys have quit their game; Ed flat out on the ground, laughing, while Amber towels off Johnson. I glance around the circle and spot the three new faces I was briefly introduced to, as well as Mandy and Cate who showed up an hour ago but fail to see Dee. 

After watching her drink like a fish, she’s probably squatted behind a vehicle somewhere having her hundredth bathroom break. 

“Hollywood.” 

I lift my chin to acknowledge Mandy and frown. I didn’t mind Johnson calling me that earlier, but it doesn’t come as well from the girls.

“Have a seat.” She pats the grass beside her.

I choose to kneel instead, settling my arse on my heels. 

“No Colt tonight?” She seems nervous about asking, as though admitting her curiosity is a weakness. 

“Nope.” I move to stand, yet she stalls me with another question.

“Why not?”

“He doesn’t know I’m here.” I stand anyway. 

“Oh.” She nods.

Cate glances up at me, apparently not bothered by the conversation. Amber, on the other hand.

“Get back over there where I can’t smell you,” she snipes. 

I flick her the middle finger and then set off to find Tuck like I initially intended. The walk to Major’s float isn’t far, but when the shadowed spaces are as black as hell, then it makes even the shortest journey a damn marathon. 

I weave between darkened vehicles, careful to give the horses tethered to them a wide berth. I don’t fancy a hoof to the head if I startle one of the animals. My boots make a gentle swish through the grass, but as I near Tuck’s truck, it’s another soft sound that has me freezing on the spot.

Whispering. More specifically, a girl whispering. Hell, no. 

I quicken my pace, determined to bust in on whatever goes down even if it’s the last thing I want to see. The pale light hooked to the back of the float illuminates Tuck’s back, but I know the boots that peek out from the other side of him.

“What are you doing?”

Tuck spins, revealing Dee seated on the wheel arch of the float. She wipes her mouth with the back of one hand, but a glance at Tuck reveals his pants are most certainly done up and in place. Thank Christ for that. Still. My heart does overtime while my panicked nervous system calculates the math.

“Hey,” Tuck greets. “I wasn’t far away.”

“Yeah,” I say, disbelievingly. “Sure, you weren’t.”

Dee grins. “Tuck and I needed to talk. Alone.”

He sighs, closing his eyes briefly. “It’s not that dramatic, Dee. Give it up.”

“She still wouldn’t know what we were talking about,” she taunts, the alcohol in her system making her words slow and lazy. “Would she?”

Tuck’s shoulders drop. “No.”

“So, then it’s a private conversation between old friends.”

“I guess I’ll leave you both to it then,” I snap, spinning on my heel.

“Fuck. Lacey,” Tuck calls.

Dee giggles to herself. Tuck’s footsteps near as I try in vain to find the quickest route to get lost. I want a minute to rationalise this, to let it settle. 

“Lace,” Tuck calls again, his hand making contact with my arm. “Stop.”

“No.” I shrug him off, stalling. “Just give me a second.”

“Whatever you thought, it’s not that.”

“I know, which is why I need a minute,” I repeat a little louder.

“Lace,” he coaxes, reaching for me.

“Just don’t touch me,” I snap, exasperated that he won’t let me chill the hell out.

“Oops,” Dee taunts, wobbling her way back toward the circle. 

Great. Perfect timing. 

“I’m sorry.” I hold my hands between us, fingers splayed and palms down to expel some tension. “Can I just have a second to let my gut reaction subside before we talk about this?”

“Sure.” Tuck folds his arms, watching me intently.

“I feel like a fish in a bowl when you do that.” I peek at him while I pace. “It’s creepy.”

He chuckles. “Nah. Creepy would be me having my hand on it while I watched you.”

“Oh my, God,” I exclaim, bursting into laughter. Immediately, he’s broken the tension. Maybe I didn’t need a minute alone—I just needed to listen.

“Dee was trying to stir shit about the bet,” he clarifies. “I said that you know, and she replied by vomiting next to the wheel back there.” He tosses a thumb over his shoulder. “Ignore her when she tries to wind you up; she’s jealous.”

“Of what?” I cry. “Being ostracised, no matter where you go?” Seriously, what does she have to be jealous of?

“Because you turned up here, and within weeks you have people changing their mind about you.”

“And that’s something she should be jealous of, why?” I quit pacing and face him, head tipped to one side.

“She’s known us since we were all little,” Tuck explains. “But none of the guys ever look at her like that.”

“Oh.” My eyes grow a little wider. “That sucks.”

“Yeah, I guess it does for her. But that’s not your issue. She’ll realise that eventually.”

I back up a step and sit on a square bale of hay left beside somebody’s pickup. “I know I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. That’s why I walked away.”

“You don’t have anything to worry about, baby.” Tuck chuckles, coming to squat before me. “What do you want to do now?”

Country music pumps from inside the arena; the older participants in today’s competition enjoy themselves with a bar that’s open for those of legal drinking age. I glance at the glow of lights from under the fixed canopy, wondering if I’ll ever get to experience that or if by the time I’m of legal age I’ll be submerged back in the pretentious world of Riverbourne debutants.

“I don’t know.” I open my mouth to say more, yet my phone sounds inside my pocket. “What the hell?”

“You found a spot of signal,” Tuck muses. “Check it.”

“Do I have to?” I whine.

He nods, resting back on his haunches, hands slung between his knees.

I drag the device free of my jacket and check the screen, right as the damn thing chimes with three more incoming messages. It seems my phone has some catching up to do. 

C: Mum has lost her shit. 

C: Where the fuck are you?

The last message tells me I have voicemail. I tap the link to call my mailbox and set it on speaker between Tuck and I. Whatever my family has to say, it’s not exactly a secret from him.

“Lacey. I’m assuming your number goes straight to voicemail because you can’t get signal in that damn hick town. I know you’re out there because Greer didn’t know you were missing. Mum has gone postal over this. You’re in so much shit, little sis. Call me, for fuck’s sake, so I can come get you before she does.”

“Shit,” Tuck breathes, staring at my phone. “I guess we expected this, huh?”

“Yep,” I say on a sigh, repocketing the device. 

“Aren’t you going to call him?” Tuck nods toward my phone.

I shake my head. “Later.” I glance around the grounds. “Do you think they’ll figure out to look here for me?”

“If they talk to my old man or any one of their parents”—he gestures towards the distant group—“then yeah, they’ll figure it out.”

“Damn.”

His hand settles on my bare knee. “You wanna go get lost?”

I nod. “Yes, please.”

Each time he says that I fall a little more in love with the idea. 
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TUCK

Put yourself in her parents’ shoes, is what my old man would tell me. How do I think they’d feel about now, their daughter’s whereabouts unknown? The sensible part of my monkey brain reminds me that I should take her pretty little butt back to Riverbourne and set everyone’s mind at ease—fun over.

But I’m not ready to give her up. Call me selfish; I don’t fucking care. It is what it is, and I feel the way I do for a reason.

“Unhitch Major,” I instruct Lacey, jerking my chin toward my best buddy.

She nods, getting to work on unlooping the end of his lead from the hitch while I duck into the float and grab his blanket. I re-emerge, the large canvas bundled in my arms, to find her standing at his head. Major’s nose presses against her chest while she whispers secrets to him that make me unreasonably jealous.

He’s just a damn horse. 

I toss the folded blanket over his withers and then reach for the lead. He shifts under the new weight, seemingly as confused as Lacey is about what I have planned. 

“Are you warm enough with that jacket?” I nod toward the lightweight coat she has on.

Lacey looks down at the pale grey garment, and shrugs. “For now.”

“I’ve got a hoodie in the back of the truck if you want to toss it on underneath.” 

She takes a moment to think it over before nodding. “Yeah, okay. Is it unlocked?”

“Yeah.”

I keep one eye on her as she tugs open the back door and searches for the sweatshirt. Major exhales slowly, his big bright eyes watching her as well while I loop the lead over his neck and tie it to the ring under his chin to create loose reins. 

Lace strips her jacket off, the thin top she has on underneath not enough to hide her body’s reaction to the cold. I mentally scold myself for checking out her damn tits and refocus on Major.

“What?” I ask him.

He knocks his muzzle into the side of my head playfully and then returns to watching Lacey get dressed. She re-joins us a minute or so later with my hoodie on under her jacket. Seeing the simple blue sweatshirt snuggled tight against her spreads some fucked up sense of caveman pride through my chest. 

I’ve effectively claimed her. Or has she claimed me? Fuck it. Why not call dibs on each other? 

“Better?” I push Major back a step and climb on the wheel arch.

“Yep.” Lacey tucks her hands in the large front pocket, standing back while I mount Major—bareback. “Are you expecting me to do that too?” Her eyes widen a fraction.

“You’ll be fine.” I point to where I stood. “Stand on there.”

She does as I instruct, clearly sceptical about how this will turn out.

I reach over to help take her weight, stiffening my ankle so that the top of my boot makes a stirrup-like step for her to get on. She slips on behind me, scooting her arse on Major’s broad back to nestle herself in tight behind me. 

Fuck me. Fingers crossed I make it out of the damn showgrounds without a boner. 

“Hold tight around my waist.” I reach down with one hand to settle hers low on my stomach. “Like that.”

She stiffens against me for a beat before turning her head to rest it between my shoulders. “If I fall off, you owe me big time.”

Pretty sure I already do. “Deal.”

With a gentle squeeze of my heels, I nudge Major into action and take us toward the rear of the showgrounds. The track passes alongside the main grass ring, down through the stockyards, and culminates at a run-off area laden with discarded piles of timber and broken-down vehicles. 

I discovered early on that if I went far enough, I could get into the state forest bordering the grounds. I haven’t been back here for years. Making forts and playing pretend disappeared around the time Dad thought I was old enough to learn how to drive the tractor.

“What are you going to tell your mum?” I ask, one hand on the reins, the other over Lacey’s while we rock and roll with Major’s steps. 

“Haven’t thought too hard about it. Figured I’d go with whatever came naturally when the occasion arose.”

“Solid plan.” Dwelling on it will ruin what’s left of the night.

“What do you want to do when you leave school?” Her head shifts off my back. “Do you have plans?”

I hesitate, checking where we are along the dark boundary before answering. “I have ideas. But no real plans as yet.” I twist to try and see her, but barely catch a glimpse of her pale hair spread over the shoulder of her jacket. “What about you?”

“Don’t know.” She sighs, her chest crushing tight on my spine. “Before all this change happened, I would have either had a job with my brother and father or been married and no need for income of my own.”

“That’s pretty old school way of thinking, isn’t it?”

Lace squeezes her hands into my stomach. “Says the guy who comes from a community where kids end up running the family farm.”

“Yeah, but that’s by choice,” I argue.

“It would have been my choice back then, too.”

I catch the sadness to her tone and wonder how good for her this change has actually been. Sometimes the bliss of ignorance is the best thing for people. Not everybody is willing or able to weather the storm that change brings. 

“You’ll need to keep your grip on me tight, okay?” I turn Major toward the tree line. “Lean forward on the way up, and back on the way down.”

“The way up wha—”

She doesn’t get to finish her sentence. I kick Major in the ribs, and he takes a run-up at the fence line. Lacey squeals behind me, her hands impossibly tight where they knot in the front of my T-shirt. I give the horse his head, the reins knotted in one hand, and steady Lacey’s leg with the other.

She copes well, only sliding a little on the landing. My arm strains at the awkward angle, but I manage to haul her back onto Major with my fingers snug under her thigh. 

“How was that? Your first jump.”

I get a fist to the back of the shoulder in reply. “You could have given me more warning.”

“Nuh-uh. Then it would have been, ‘Let me off, Tuck’,” I mock in a girly tone. 

“For good reason.” She laughs. “Holy hell.”

I twist to see her, Major back to an easy stroll. “You can say it, you know?”

“Say what?” She smiles.

“Shit. Fuck. Any of the other choice expletives that go so well after holy.”

“It doesn’t come as naturally to me, as it does to you.” Her cheeky grin has me thankful we’re almost at my spot already.

If it didn’t risk hurting her, I would have reared Major up to dump her arse after that comeback. 

We ride in silence for the remaining stretch; Lacey tucked tight against my back again. I get so damn used to the feeling of having her there that I wish in a way the clearing could be way on the other side of the forest. Having someone you can easily talk to is great, sure, but there’s a unique type of companionship that comes with finding the person you can happily sit in silence with. 

I’m stoked just to be with her. I don’t need any more than that. 

“We’re here.” 

Lacey rouses from her spot, leaning back to take a good look around. “It’s light.”

“Yeah.” I point up to the break in the canopy. “The moon gets in through there.”

She cranes her head back to see, a gentle smile spreading across her kissable lips. 

“Come on. I’ll show you the best spot.” 

I ease Lacey off Major first and then tie him to a tree after dismounting myself. He happily ducks his head to graze, seemingly as at ease in this space as I am. 

Lacey kicks her boot around in the undergrowth, examining the pine needles and ferns, while I take Major’s blanket and spread it out like a rug over the forest floor. The fallen needles make a soft enough bed, but they’re prickly fuckers if you lie directly on them. Plus, they’re probably damp at this time of night. 

I drop my arse on the makeshift bed and stretch out. “You wanna join me?” I pat the blanket beside me.

She ducks her chin, smiling, and makes her way over. “A handsome guy asking me to join him? I’d be stupid to say no.”

“So, you admit I’m handsome,” I tease.

She giggles. “Easy, now. Hate for your head to get too big for your hat.”

“It’s all good. They make bigger sizes.”

Lace laughs, smacking her hand on my chest before mirroring my position. I gently coax her flat on her back and then point up at the treetops before doing the same.

“City lights,” I quip, “country style.”

Stars dot the inky sky, framed by the moonlit branches that form a squashed oval around the view. 

“It looks so different out here.”

“Good different, right?”

She wriggles so that her head rests against the side of my shoulder. “Yeah.”

We lie in silence for a while, Lacey staring at the stars, and me listening to her breathe. It’s moments like these that the troubles of the world get put into their trivial perspective. Moments like these where you realise what it is that’s truly important in life: being present with the people you love.

Well, fuck me. I think I really do. I love this girl. 

When you can’t imagine the day being its best without them in it; when you dream up a future that involves them; when your previously patchy puzzle finally feels complete. That’s love.

What else could it be? Why else do I wish I could spend the whole night here with her, under the stars, nobody else? Just her, me, and the sound of Major grazing nearby. 

“Thank you for this,” Lacey whispers. “For giving me this memory.”

I twist my neck and place a kiss to her temple. “You’re welcome.”

“Can you promise me something?”

“I can try.” I stare up at the stars, hoping for a shooting one. 

“Promise me we’ll make more memories like this.”

“I can do that.” No matter how old we are, who we’re with, or what our futures bring us—I’ll always take the time to lie under the stars with this girl. 

I can’t imagine life ever getting better than this, right here, right now.

I can’t imagine I’d ever want it to.
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LACEY

Such a peaceful and serene spot, so beautiful and pacifying. And here I lie with my heart racing, my palms clammy because I overthink what I should do next to the point of panic.

I’ve been ridiculed, ogled, and put on display plenty of times in my life. But lying in the break of a forest with possibly the sweetest guy I’ve ever known has me terrified. 

Thanks, Universe. Could have picked a better moment to introduce me to anxiety, sistah. 

Tuck’s steady breaths come and go beside me in a gentle, deep whoosh. I focus in on the rise and fall of his chest, of the rhythmic tear of the grass from Major, and the barely audible breeze as it feathers through the trees. 

There’s no time like the present, Lace. Not when tomorrow isn’t guaranteed for us. I’ve signed my own sentence by sneaking out. The punishment will already be worth it, but I want more to think back on while I serve out my time confined to my room, or whatever else Mum believes is suitable. 

I edge my hand between us, closer to Tuck, until the backs of my fingers brush his. He lifts his hand, threading his fingers through mine without a single word. 

I silently squeal on the inside, my virtual fists clenched before me while I fangirl at the contact. 

I’ve never been this nervous around a guy before, and I can only pinpoint one reason why: because I really, really like him. It’s easy to make advances on a guy when you don’t care about the outcome, but when I obsess the way I do over what the future holds for Tuck and me, well, everything matters. 

I turn my head toward his shoulder a little more; my eyes slip closed as I inhale his scent: earthy tones mixed with hard work and fresh air. He’s natural. Enticing. 

“Lace,” Tuck murmurs.

“Mm?”

He reaches across himself, threading his fingers through my hair. “You call the shots tonight, okay? If you want to leave and go back to the others, say the word. I thought you should know that.”

I nod, his hand moving away from my face as he rolls. My eyes open to find Tuck propped on his elbow, watching me with the most intense adoration. I glide my right hand up to his chest, continuing along the planes of his hard body until my fingers cradle his strong neck. His breath stutters as my thumb traces a line along his defined jaw. 

The most I’ve reached with a guy was second base when I was twelve. A sleepover that was supposed to be girls-only got crashed by the host’s brother and his friends. A game of spin the bottle became my first encounter with how boys taste. 

I can’t say it was an experience I rushed to repeat. I’m glad I didn’t. Otherwise, I might have thought that was how kissing a guy was supposed to be, how his hands on your body were meant to feel—cold, clinical. 

Nothing like this. Nothing like the way Tuck pulls more from me than my bottom lip between his when he makes contact. He effortlessly draws desire from deep within, bringing to the surface emotions that I had no idea could feel so damn strong when teased by the right hands. 

I need him. I want him. I crave his heat over me, his weight against me, and his control as he sets the pace.

I need to feel owned while being given a choice to remain free. Tuck somehow does that.

“You’ve got me in knots, baby.” His hands cradle my head, those vibrant hazel eyes trained on mine. 

I settle my hands on his hips, his body now held over the length of mine. I can’t see the stars anymore, only Tuck. I don’t mind; I like this view better anyway. 

I don’t know what to say to voice the way I feel, so I opt to use my hands to show him instead. Gathering the hem of his T-shirt, I coax the material up his body until it reaches his ribs and then slide my palms beneath. As much as I’d love him half-naked, it’s damn cold out here—I’m not that mean.

A groan rumbles in the back of his throat, his eyes shuttering closed as I roam my hands higher. The dip of his collarbone, the swell of the muscles in his shoulders beyond—I love it all. I trace a path back down his chest, running the tips of my fingers beneath his pecs, then out to the striations on the side of his stomach. He holds himself tense over me, dipping his head to kiss and caress the sensitive area at the base of my neck. The position keeps Tuck’s fit body taut while I mind map every ridge and swell. 

I want to be able to recreate this moment in my dreams in crystal-clear HD. We all need the good times to help us through the hard, and this right here is the best time of all. 

“Take this off.” He tugs at the side of my jacket, moving back to kneel.

I bring myself up, pulling the coat from my body, while Tuck gently runs his palms up and down my exposed thighs. I can barely concentrate on what arm to move where; the sensation of his touch creeps higher on each stroke, making me desperate for things I didn’t know I wanted yet.

I pray his fingers dip beneath the denim. I ache to know what it feels like to have him touch me without barriers. 

“Trust me to keep you warm?” He lifts one eyebrow, fingertips skimming the crease of my hip. 

Half an inch, one tiny shift, and he could reach beneath the satin and lace. 

“I do. Yeah.”

Tuck’s hands slide away, leaving me silently begging for them to return, and move to the bottom of his sweatshirt. He guides the fabric up my torso, his lips slightly parted as he watches the material leave my body with rapt fascination.

The cool night air hits my exposed shoulders, and I shudder. I want to appear bold and confident, but on instinct, I wrap my arms closer to ward off the chill.

“Come here.” Tuck’s command is barely a whisper, rumbled from deep in his throat.

I shuffle closer, moving my legs so that one rests between his, the other outside as I straddle his thigh. Firm hands tug me closer, capturing me by the back of the hips. I settle my palms on Tuck’s shoulders and then sigh.

“What?” His brow pinches. The confusion cute.

“This,” I pout, tugging at his shirt. “It’s in my way.”

His lips kick up on one side, eyes alive with mischief while he slowly peels the well-loved fabric from his well-loved body. Hard work and sun have most certainly been kind to this guy.

“Better?” He tosses the T-shirt aside.

Tilting my head, I lean in slow, palms to his pecs, and place a gentle kiss on the side of his throat. My lips track down his shoulder, eliciting a guttural groan from Tuck.

If that is all I could ever have from him, it could be enough. He says the sweetest things, treats me like a princess, and yet, one tiny sound of pleasure is what brings the greatest joy to my heart.

“Lace,” he murmurs. “This isn’t too fast?”

I jerk back. “Is it for you?”

His chest rises and falls with the deep breaths he pulls. “No. Is it for you, though? I don’t want to rush you.”

“Does this feel like I’m rushed?” I grind against his leg, allowing instinct to take over and rationale to lie discarded on the forest floor with our clothes. 

“Baby.” He buries his face against my shoulder. “You need to tell me what you want so that we’re both real clear, here.”

Hands either side of his face, I lean back a little and stare into his honest eyes. “I want you. I want this. I want whatever happens next.”

Tuck sweeps an arm around my waist, pulling me tight against him. I meet his kiss, hungry for more of the unique thrill he spreads through my body. My hips move of their own will as I desperately seek more.

More of what, I don’t know.

I haven’t gone this far before. 

The warm caress of Tuck’s lips against my cold skin sears a hot path from my neck to my shoulder, his adoration clear in every gentle kiss he lays on me. My sighs echo off the trees, the moonlit clearing our respite from the reality dawn will bring. 

How will I explain this in the years to come? The night I discovered what true passion feels like with a boy who roped my heart. Could I adequately put into words how thrilling it is to have the pressure of his palm against my breast? The way his mere thumb can have me holding on by a thread when he tucks it inside the neckline of my loose tank and bra and tugs the material down?

Tuck’s kisses never let up as we move against one another, clawing to find new sensations. He occasionally meets my lips, but for the most part, he explores every inch of my body—my exposed breast included.

For the first time in my life, I’m partially naked before a guy. I couldn’t have picked a better man to grant that privilege. 

“You have to come back,” Tuck mumbles, reaching for the clasp on my cut-offs. “It’s not fair for you to come out here and do this to me and then leave.”

I shift my hips, leaning back a little so he can tug the zipper down. “You think I’d willingly choose to move away from you?”

“I didn’t say that.” He kisses my throat, twisting his hand between us to rub between my legs.

I’m seconds from tearing my underwear off for him. “God, that feels so good.”

His fingers push harder, splaying a little and then coming together to intensify the contact. I move with him, head tipped back to silently pray to whoever listens that he damn well moves one layer lower before I combust. 

“Shift your leg.” Tuck nudges my outermost thigh, coaxing me to change my position on his lap.

Turning side on, I seat myself in the crook of his bent leg, his arm supporting my weight. I’m cradled in his embrace, his hand down my shorts and his lips on my throat.

I’ve quite simply gone to heaven. 

He leans me back, and I loop my arm around his waist, using my elbow farthest from him to take some of my weight. A lazy smile spreads across his lips, his hand slowing in its ministrations against my swollen flesh. 

“What?” I can’t help but smile also.

“I’ve got the prettiest damn girl in my lap, and it’s got me wondering.” His gaze roams down my body, my top twisted around my middle, exposing most of my stomach. “How did I get so damn lucky?”

Using one hand to take my weight, I push up and capture his mouth. The heat returns, his kiss possessive and strong as his hand brings me to the point of imminent climax. When I’m sure I can take no more, Tuck grants my wish, his fingers moving the satin aside to place his fingers bare against me. 

I inhale sharply, my mouth open as I adjust to how freaking incredible it feels to have his fingertips teasing, and stroking, skin-on-skin. 

One second of nothing. No movement. No words. A singular pause to centre us in the moment, and then Tuck pushes inside. I can’t look away, can’t break eye contact from this gorgeous guy as he strokes me beyond all reason. My eyes slide closed, my head lax and tipped back while I try desperately to remember every tiny detail of this. 

My keen focus intensifies the incredible tension that coils inside my body, promising to explode. I can’t get enough air; I can’t get enough of him. 

Tuck’s mouth covers mine, his tongue sweeping against my own to bring me over the edge. I cry out into his kiss, eyebrows peaked and tears balanced at the outer corners of my eyes.

I made third base.

I decided to let a guy touch me in such an intimate way, and I don’t regret a damn second of it.

As his fingers withdraw and he rubs me gently while I come down from the high, I’m already curious how long I have to wait before he can do that again.

Sneaking out tonight was definitely the best worst decision I’ve ever made. 
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TUCK

We didn’t bring enough blankets. That, and if I kept Lacey out here all night like I want to, her parents would lose their goddamn minds with worry. 

Lacey lies on her side, hands tucked beneath her chin to keep warm, and her head nestled against my shoulder. I drink her in, at least what I can see of her from under Major’s blanket, and wonder again if the way I feel about her is a one-off, or if I’ll realise that it wasn’t as special as I believed when I experience the same bliss with another woman later in life. 

Don’t be a quitter, idiot. 

I’m already allowing myself to think as though it’s a done deal; she won’t be allowed out here again—ever. 

“Babe.” I give the arm tucked around her a squeeze. “We better get you home.”

Her body softens with a long exhale. “Do we have to?”

“Unless you want to give your mum a solid reason why I’m bad news, then yeah, we better do the right thing.” Because doing what I want would entail her losing a few more clothes than she did earlier, and the sound of her voice echoing off the trees when she calls my name .

Lacey disappointingly slides away, pushing, with one hand, to sit and stare out at the darkened trees. “I was thinking, what if I went to Dad’s?”

“Yeah. I’m sure that’d be fine. Colt can pick you—”

“No.” Lace turns her head to look at me. “I mean go there and refuse to leave. Like a sit-in, I suppose. They can’t force me to go back to Riverbourne, can they?”

“Not physically, but they can do plenty if they want to bribe you there.” I frown. “What changed since you left your old school? Why do you hate it so much?”

She turns back to the trees, her head tilting back and untied hair sliding off her shoulders when she looks up at the canopy. “It’s a different world to this. Your friends aren’t actually your friends, and your enemies are just people who aren’t your friends yet. If that makes sense?”

“I think so.” Basically, everyone’s out for blood. “Tell me about that video.”

Her gaze finds mine, Lacey’s brow hard while she chews gently on her bottom lip. “I didn’t do it.”

“What did happen?”

Bit by bit, she slowly shuffles herself around so that she sits face-to-face with me where I lie. “It was payback. For standing up to her.”

“Who?” I reach up and tuck my hands behind my head. 

“Libby. She’s like the queen bee, ruling the hive. The two of us used to be equals; nobody could decide either way who should be more important, so we shared the throne if you want to make it sound that vulgar.”

“It’s not that different here,” I reason. “We just don’t have thrones and queens and all that shit. We have arseholes who think they know it all, and dickheads who don’t give a shit.”

“And which one are you?” she teases, her face softening with a smile.

“The latter—clearly.”

Her amused huff quickly fades, and eerily quiet contemplation takes its place. “The girl’s parents haven’t decided if they will or won’t press charges.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t involve you, right?”

“People take online bullying seriously, these days, Tuck. And that’s what they think I did.” Her fingers dance across Major’s blanket, picking random horse hairs off the fleecy underside. 

“You still haven’t told me what really happened.”

“Because it sounds lame when I say it out loud,” she mumbles.

I reach across and take one of her hands. “You haven’t heard half the dumbarse things I’ve done in my time, have you?”

“With all due respect, this isn’t the same.”

“Maybe not. But we’ve all done things we’d go back and redo another way given the gift of hindsight. It’s how we learn.”

“I guess.”

I give her hand a little tug before letting it go. “Come on, then. Spill the deets.”

Lacey sighs, tucking her knees to her chest. “They staged a welcome home party for Colt and me. When we turned up, my phone got taken, and I was made to sit and watch while they picked on that girl.”

“What did they do to her?” I push up to rest on my side, weight on my elbow. “Mags said it was bad, but I never saw it.”

“They tattooed a horrible phrase on her.”

I blink a couple of times. “They tattooed some chick against her will?”

Lacey nods. 

“How fucked up are these people?”

“Pretty fucked up.” She hugs her knees tighter. “They used my phone to record it, pinned me down and tickled me so that it sounded like I was laughing at what they did to her, and then posted it before I got my phone back.”

I flop to my back with a loud exhale and run both hands over my head. “And I thought our bitchy squabbles were bad.”

“You all look like a bunch of kids quibbling over the best toy in the sandpit compared to the kids at Riverbourne.”

“Yeah. I see that.” I roll my head her way. “What are you going to do?”

“Avoid them.” She shrugs. “Try to move in with Dad.”

“Nah.” I bolt upright again, this time getting to my feet and offering Lacey a hand up. “Fuck that. Lie down and let them win? Not without a parting shot. Jesus, Lace. You gotta have your turn before you bow out of the ring.”

“You realise that goes against everything we’re taught as kids?” She takes my hand and gets to her feet as well. “To walk away. Not engage. Be the bigger person.”

“I don’t mean you should play dirty like they do. Nah. That’s just sinking to their level.” I head for Major while I think on it. “You need to do something legit, but bad enough it puts the fuckers in their place. Hold a damn mirror up to their crap and see what they think.”

“They wouldn’t care. Trust me.”

I spin back to face her, Major’s lead in hand. “If they don’t care, then you haven’t done it right. I’m going to show you how to do it right.”
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LACEY

The vehicle has barely come to a complete stop before Dad pushes out the front door. I watch him approach, tears of sheer frustration balanced precariously in my eyes, and steel myself for the fallout.

“Do you want me to stay with you?” Tuck’s words startle me like a cannon boom in the otherwise quiet truck.

“No. You’ve got to get back to Major.” He left the horse tethered to the float back at the showgrounds, Johnson and Beau keeping watch. 

Ed apparently passed out not long after we left for the forest. 

“Call me after he’s done, okay?” Tuck nudges my leg to draw my attention away from Dad. “I don’t care how late it is.”

“Messenger?” The signal is patchy at best out here. A connection across WIFI is our best option.

Tuck nods. “Yeah.” He jerks his chin toward Dad. “Hear him out. He’ll be angry because he’s worried.”

“I know.” I want to kiss Tuck, to feel his lips against mine one more time.

But with Dad waiting impatiently, a mere metre from the truck, I don’t think that would be smart.

“Thank you for this.”

“For coaxing you into more trouble?” Tuck teases with a cocked eyebrow. 

I smile briefly. “I still had fun.”

The tension hangs thick between us as I step out into the night, but it has nothing on the wall of fury Dad throws my way. I barely get the truck door closed before he starts. 

“Fucking hell, Lacey! Where on earth have you been?” His livid gaze cuts toward Tuck’s truck as it pulls away. “And with who? Get inside. Right now.”

His spill continues behind me while I make my way through to the lounge room. 

“Your mother called and said you’d gone missing. Run away. From what she said, neither of you thought it would be necessary to tell me what the hell has gone down at school, or with your friends in the city. No. I’m kept in the dark. Unaware of what the fuck goes on with my own daughter. What the hell were you thinking, taking off? Whose idea was it? What am I going to find out—”

“Dad!” I cry, dropping onto one of the armchairs. “Stop. Let me answer.”

He stands shocked in the middle of the doorway, legs wide, and chest heaving. His greyed hair looks as though he’s run his hands through it on a loop all night, his eyes tired and red. 

“Can we talk about this in the morning, when we’re both rested?”

“Abso-fucking-lutely not.”

Fair enough—I deserved that.

“I don’t like it at Riverbourne. I don’t want to be there anymore.”

“So, you bully some poor girl who now has a tattoo for crying out loud, and then you run away?”

“I didn’t do it!” I yell. “It was a setup. I was bullied too.”

“You expect me to believe that?” he says scarily level. “After also running away from here two weeks ago?”

The tears I’d held back so well spill over. Even Dad doesn’t believe in me. Do my parents genuinely think I’m that callous? That cruel?

“Am I that kind of person to you?” I ask, despite my words shaking. “You think I would hurt a girl that way? Scar her for life over something so trivial?”

“I don’t know who you are anymore,” he cedes, falling onto the far end of the sofa. “Zero to one hundred in six seconds. It feels as though that’s how our life has gone.” He hangs his head low between his shoulders, staying silent a moment before catapulting out of the seat. “I should call your mother.”

“Yeah. You probably should.” 

He hesitates, turning toward me at the tone of my words. “This situation isn’t easy for any of us, honey. But if I don’t teach you to face your consequences now, what kind of daughter would I raise?”

I don’t know, so I don’t answer. Instead, I stay fixated on the dirt that lightly taints the side of my hand while he places the call to Mum. That dirt is the only reminder I have of a night that already feels so surreal. 

I’ll have to wash it away soon.

It’ll be gone, and so will any chance of starting again in Arcadia. Without Colt. Making a fresh start as me and me only. 

My legs are heavy, moving on autopilot to carry me to my room. The space is sparse, now that most of my belongings are back in Riverbourne. But what is left feels more homely than any of that. Seated on the stripped bed, I fold my legs, hands clasped on my ankles, and stare at the blank wall. 

My brow furrows while I search deep inside for the answers. What is it about those material things that used to bring me so much joy? I sift around in the scattered memories looking for some hint as to what made me happy to spend my life ensuring I pleased others. 

Such a shallow existence, and yet I never questioned it.

Not until I was shown what life could be like when you let that all go. Freedom. And still, it comes at such a price.

“Colt’s on his way to get you,” Dad says softly from the doorway.

I give him a nod and pull a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

He doesn’t speak; he merely stands and watches me with his arms folded, relaxed expression on his face. He gives me space and time to say what I need to.

I don’t know where to start.

“Was I better before we moved out here?” I ask, instead. “Did you like me more when I was friends with Libby, Greer, and Ingrid?”

He sighs, entering the room to take a seat on the edge of the bed. “That’s not an easy question to answer.”

“Why not?” A basic yes or no would suffice. 

He runs a hand over his mouth and chin, one elbow propped on his knee to lean forward. “You were better in the respect that you did what you were told, you had manners and poise, but—” He sighs, eyes narrowed a little. “—you weren’t happy.”

“I thought I was at the time.” Head down, I pick at the loose threads on the bottom of my cut-offs. 

“I know you did. But there was an emptiness to you,” Dad explains. “The same one I see in your mother. The difference between you two though, is that you came out here and thrived on the challenge change brought. Your mother… well, it scared her.”

I never thought of it like that, but I guess he’s right. Mum couldn’t handle change, not because she didn’t want it, but because she didn’t know how to.

To become somebody new, you need to let go of everything you already are. It’s daunting. 

“I don’t know how to fix this,” I whisper. “What do I do now?”

He reaches out, settling a warm hand on my knee and smiling. “Honey, sometimes you can’t fix it. All you can do is resolve to be better next time.”

 

***

 

I told Dad I’d wait outside for Colt, rather than giving my brother a reason to come inside and delay this any longer. Dad insisted he’d wait with me, rugging us both up in one of his big woollen jerseys each, and making himself a coffee that he now sips while he stands behind me. 

I push the loose stones on the front path around with my toe, the concrete of the step cold where it brushes against the underside of my bare thighs. 

Colt’s headlights sweep up the street; traffic is non-existent this time of night around these parts. Most people in Arcadia will be tucked up in bed, ready to rise in a few hours with the sun to start their workday. 

“Remember,” Dad says over my shoulder. “Every action has a consequence.”

“I know.” In other words, accept your punishment with grace and humility. 

“I’ll talk to your mother tomorrow, okay?”

“Mm-hmm.” The cold night air bites at my bare skin when I stand, the previously warm area underneath me now chilled to the bone. 

Colt eases the Explorer into the driveway, leaving the engine running and yet killing the lights to save our eyes. I don’t wait for him to get out, making my way around to the passenger’s door as he exits, eager to get this over and done with.

He exchanges a few words with Dad while I buckle up, the two of them shrouded by the dark so that I can’t read their expressions, let alone have a stab at lip-reading. Dad throws me a wave goodbye and heads indoors, the Explorer rocking gently as Colt gets in. 

“Freeze the balls off a brass monkey, that would.” He rubs his arms, immediately turning the heater up before flicking the headlights on. “I’ve got hot chocolate for you.” He gestures to a takeaway cup in the centre console that I didn’t notice before. 

“Thank you.” The cup is double-stacked to keep it warm. 

“Enjoy it.” He smirks, eyes on the side mirror while he reverses onto the road. “You’ll probably be on a diet of bread and water while Mum keeps you locked in the basement.” The jerk laughs at his joke.

I silently sip at the warm beverage. 

“Aw, come on, Lace. Have a laugh.”

“I wasn’t laughing when you unlocked my phone for the tossers at the party, and I’m not laughing now.”

His humour vanishes, brow deeply furrowed as we head for Riverbourne. “You’re still sulking about that?”

“Sulking.” I huff a bitter laugh. “Is that what you call it?”

“Christ, Lacey.” His hands flex on the wheel. “I did you a favour picking you up, and this is how you treat me.”

“I never asked for a favour.”

He continues, unfazed. “If Mum had come to get you, you’d be in tears before you hit the open road. She’s the worst I’ve seen her, sis. Mostly embarrassed for herself, rather than mad at what you did. But either way, you’re in a world of trouble.”

“I’m already in trouble,” I snap. “I get harassed every damn day at Prep, and for what? Daring to be me?”

“Tossing drinks over people, back chatting—those things aren’t you, Lacey.”

“You wouldn’t know the first thing about what is and isn’t me,” I grumble.

My hand flexes on the takeaway cup. The hot chocolate is delicious and great for my ravenous stomach, but I can’t bring myself to drink it. 

“Whose idea was it?” Colt asks quietly, somewhat subdued. 

“Mine.”

“Sure. You expect me to believe you organised the whole thing?” He flicks the lights angrily to full beam now that we’ve reached open road.

“Why is that so hard to believe? Am I too much of a goody-two-shoes in your opinion?”

He scowls my way. “Cut the attitude and just tell me.”

Why does he need to know so badly? “What is it to you?”

“Maggie set you up for this? Or was it that dickhead, Tuck?”

“It was my idea,” I repeat low and firm before reaching to turn the radio up.

He smacks it off. “Don’t be cute, sis. You’re getting involved in things you don’t understand.”

“I’m not a child. I understand petty jealousy just fine.”

“I’m not talking about jealousy,” he replies. “There’s more you don’t know.”

“Like how you took Mandy’s virginity?” 

The revelation takes him by surprise so hard that he momentarily lost focus on his driving and lets us drift to the other lane. Colt corrects the car and then pulls a deep breath. 

“Who told you about that?”

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you didn’t.”

“My history with her didn’t concern you,” he grates through a tense jaw. 

I turn slightly in the seat and take a sip of my drink. “I think both you and I can agree that after the events of this past month, it most certainly did concern me.”

“What else do you know?” Colt snaps. 

“That she dated Richard at the time, and he has no idea it was you that split them up.”

He glances between the road and me several times before replying with a quiet nod. 

“What other secrets do you have, Colt?” I take another sip of my drink, wishing it were tea and far more appropriate for this moment. 

He swallows, leans an elbow on the door, and rests his head in the palm of his hand. “Nothing.”

I don’t believe him for a second. But I waited until the perfect time to pull this card on him, and I’m enjoying the benefits it reaps far too much to sully the moment pressing for more than I need. 

I’ll come back to the rest when the occasion calls for it.

I settle back into the seat and smile when, with a sly lift of his arm, Colt reaches across and turns the radio back on.

Round one to me. 
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TUCK

“Did she call you? She never messaged me.” Maggie waits outside the school gate for me, falling into step beside Major to head toward the stable with us. “Would it be pushy if I messaged her again, this morning? I’m worried.”

I glance down at her, blocking the morning sun with the tilt of my hat. “I’m worried too.”

I expected Lacey to call as I asked her to, early hours of Sunday morning, but was met with radio silence. Unlike Mags, I didn’t cave and fire off panicked message after panicked message.

Nope. Like a genuine guy, I ditched my phone in the bottom drawer and rode out onto the farm for a day of work so that I wouldn’t be tempted to check it every fucking hour. 

“Do you think she might have had her phone taken off her?” Mags asks, hopefully.

“Possibly.” 

Mandy and Cate buzz past the end of the road; their bikes leave a plume of dust in their wake. The school has a twenty kilometre an hour speed limit, but you’d be lucky if anybody paid attention to it.

Until there’s an accident, nothing will change. Pretty much how everything in Arcadia goes. 

“I’ve got an idea.” I narrow my gaze on the fading cloud of dirt. “Catch up with you at first break.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Maggie’s words fade behind me when I kick Major into a canter.

I catch up to the girls not long after they’ve parked up, Mandy tugging her helmet off, Cate checking her hair in the mirror the girls have hung in the bike shed. 

“Where did you go Saturday?” Mandy quips. “One minute you and Hollywood are there, the next you’re gone.”

“Nowhere you need to know about.” I slide off Major and close the last yards between us on foot. “I need to ask you something.” I pointedly look toward Cate.

Mandy nods at her friend. “She’s okay.”

Cate smiles softly and then turns her back to us to untangle the ends of her wavy hair. 

“What do you need?” Mandy pops a hip onto her bike, arms folded over her open jacket. 

“Why would I have to need something?”

She scoffs. “Come on, Tuck. We’re not exactly pals like we used to be in kindy.”

“True.” I knock my hat higher on my forehead with a bent knuckle. “I don’t suppose you still have Colt’s number in your phone?”

One of her dark eyebrows lifts. “What do you think?”

“Yeah. I thought it was a long shot.” I turn away with Major. 

“Tuck. Hold up.” She reaches into her school bag and tugs her phone free. “I might still have the old text, though, which will have the number. I never delete my old threads; too lazy.” She smiles a little.

I quickly hitch Major and cross over to stand beside her. She scrolls through page after page, before going back up a little and opening a few to settle on the right one.

“Ugh. Yep. This is him.”

I whip my phone out. “Read it out.”

She recites the number, and I quickly enter it into my contacts. 

“Can I ask why you need it?” Her brow dips a little, and yet she’s still the stunning girl people naturally warm to.

It’s crazy that Mandy heads up this unfriendly bunch of girls; she’s got a huge heart and a kind face. Not the two things I’d associate with a chick who makes it her life’s mission to keep her unruly bunch in line.

“I need a back up in case I can’t get in touch with Lacey,” I explain.

She studies my face a moment, eyes narrowed. “You can’t reach her now, can you?”

Am I that obvious? “She wasn’t allowed to come out this weekend gone. But she skipped town anyway.”

“I thought that might be the case.”

“How?”

“Her and that brother of hers do everything together. If he wasn’t around, then I figured he didn’t know.”

“They don’t do so much together anymore,” I blurt before catching myself.

“Why not?” Mandy ditches the phone and resumes her earlier position. 

I shrug. “Differing points of opinion.” I meet her curious gaze. “She knows what happened between you two.”

Cate joins our duo, lifting Mandy’s bag to carry it to class. 

“How?” Mandy asks. “Who told her?”

“I’ll let you go so you’re not late.” I take a step back, aware I’ll be late as it is once I’ve put Major away for the day. 

“Tuck,” she warns.

I stall and find both girls watching me intently. “What?”

“Did you tell her?”

“She needed to know,” I protest. “The girl had no idea why you bitches were making her life hell.”

Mandy flinches, Cate averting her gaze. 

“Yeah,” I growl. “You should feel shit about it. She might have been tight with her brother, but Lace had no idea what the fuck he’d done. She still doesn’t know all of it,” I finish softly.

“No?” Mandy hugs herself, Cate moving a step closer. 

“No.” I snatch Major’s rein. “She knows that Colt split you guys up, but I don’t think she really knows how. Like, she knows what he did, but not what went down that night.”

“Are you sure?”

I nod, glancing from one girl to the other. “Trust me. If she did, then she wouldn’t be so upset that their relationship is on the rocks.”

Cate nudges Mandy, and the two of them head toward class. I walk Major in the opposite direction, my feet heavy while I wonder if I should have told Lacey the whole story.

No. As much as I want her to be aware of what her fucking brother is capable of, it’s not my story to tell.

That, and I need the guy on side if I want to have a second way of reaching her.

When the fuck did life get so complicated?
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LACEY

Dread is such a horrible feeling. It’s that icky urge to throw up, and yet knowing that you won’t. That unrelenting nausea that sticks with you to the point your body attempts to sweat it out to rid you of the toxic unease. 

“Don’t forget, Mum will pick you up today.” Colt stands beside me, hand resting lightly on my shoulder.

I nod, unable to speak since my mouth feels so tacky and dry. 

“You’re not at the top of their target list anymore,” Colt reassures weakly.

“How can you be sure?” I manage with husky tones.

He shrugs, hand falling away. “I haven’t heard anything said about you.”

Maybe not, but is that because they’ve cut him out too? My spine prickles as the alert for class buzzes; I have five minutes to get myself together. 

“See you around.” 

My feet stay rooted to the top step while Colt walks inside the main foyer. Come on, Lacey. I’ve never been the type to be scared of anyone—why start now? Libby was no more of a bitch at the start of my time in this school than she is now. She didn’t threaten me then, so why give her the power now?

Nope. I can do this. 

Chin high, I march across the landing and through the entrance doors. I come close to walking smack into the back of Colt. He’s rooted to the spot, head bent while he reads a sheet of paper in his hand. 

A sheet of paper the same style as the screeds that are pasted up along the walls. 

“What is it?” The dread returns tenfold when I notice the disappointed, filthy looks tossed my way by the students heading to homeroom. 

“Don’t read it,” Colt snaps, screwing up the sheet in his hand. “Just ignore it, and focus on school.”

“Yeah,” I say with a bitter laugh. “Like that’ll be possible.” I march across to the nearest copy and tear it off the wall.

“No, Lacey.” Colt attempts to snatch it from my hand, yet I jerk it away.

“There are copies every metre along the hall, Colt. If I want to read it, I won’t have trouble finding a copy. You can keep screwing them up and wasting your time, or you can just stand there and let me see what I’m dealing with today.”

Because whatever this is, it will just be today’s problem. Tomorrow, there’ll be something new. Then something else the day after that. And so on.

Colt huffs, arms folded, while I straighten out the sheet. He glances around the halls, seemingly keeping watch as I read.

My throat closes, mouth dry once more. Heat surges to my fingertips, the contact with the paper feeling as though it’ll combust at any second.

To someone who didn’t know any better, this is a print out of an email. An email to me. Confirming the booking I made with the tattoo artist that scarred Gayle. 

Any person with half a second of experience could knock this up in Photoshop, but that’s not the point. The problem is that people have a hard time believing the word of truth over hard copy lies. If enough of the school believe this bullshit, then they’ll give credibility to the remainder’s seed of doubt. 

It doesn’t matter what I say now; unless I prove Libby’s involvement with something stronger than this false email, then I may as well plead guilty to get a lesser sentence. 

“Don’t do anything about it today,” Colt advises. “Let me think on it. We’ll come up with a plan.”

“With all due respect,” I say evenly, “I don’t need your help.” He’s the one who got me into this. I can’t trust him to get me out. “Just go to class.”

His blond eyebrows pinch together, his lips in a firm line. Colt waits for a second and then does as I ask, turning to head for his homeroom. 

I wait until he’s safely out of view, ignoring the scathing looks and whispers from the other students, and set to work. One by one, I tear the emails down in a systematic line along the halls so that I can ensure I don’t leave a single wall unchecked. 

I only make it as far as the end of the first main hall before I’m stopped in my tracks.

“Miss Williams.” Our Dean, Mr McIntyre, stands in the way of the next copy. “I’m afraid your efforts are fruitless if you hope to minimise damage.”

My hands flop to my sides, the bunched stack of papers brushing against my bare leg. 

With a jerk of his perfectly trimmed head, he ushers me in the direction of his office. I follow dutifully, head between hunched shoulders, and cringe every time we pass another copy that I itch to tear down. 

“After you.” He gestures into the poky room with a sweep of his arm.

I take my spot in the single chair before his plain desk and set the papers on my lap. Mr McIntyre rounds his desk, eyes hard, the stern expression aging him past his thirty-something years. 

Our Dean is young, but he’s by no means inexperienced or the type of man you can easily manipulate. He earned his spot in charge of our year level within a record time of starting his teaching career. He’s an asset to the school for what he manages to do with wayward teens. 

Teens like me.

“I was surprised to find a copy of the same email in my inbox this morning,” he starts, settling in his padded leather seat. “From your address.”

“My address?”

He nods. “The same one on that sheet you’re so fond of.”

I open my mouth, yet he shushes me with a raised hand. 

“Seeing how you’re so keen to remove the hard copies from our halls, I can only assume one of two things: that email address is fake and not of your doing”—I sag with relief—“or you think that by being seen to take offence to this evidence, you can further implicate your peers in the act of harassment.”

What? “No,” I blurt. “That’s not true.”

“I’m completely on the fence, Lacey.” He leans back. “This might be the first time I’ve had you in my office for this sort of behaviour, but rest assured it isn’t the first incident I’ve noticed.”

The walls shrink, the room suffocating. I wish he left the door open, some respite, fresh air. 

“Before you took your break from us here at Riverbourne, you were the popular girl. Am I right in that assumption?”

I refuse to nod. So I look at my damn feet instead. 

“As I thought.” Mr McIntyre lifts his hands before his face, folding one on top of the other, elbows on the arms of his chair. “I saw what you did to the other girls. I heard about it. I had a few of them in here in tears asking me what they could do.”

My gut churns, my lungs sinking like lead. I accepted what I had done in the name of being the most desired girl at school, but I suppose I lived in blissful ignorance of its effects. I hurt people. A lot of people.

“You see now why I struggle to align myself with your innocence in this?”

“Yes.” My word is barely audible. 

“I want to help,” he assures me. “I would never willingly let a student suffer alone. But I also feel that you need to face a lot of this on your own. You need to work out how best to remedy the damage you did.”

Great. Just great. “How far will you let them go?”

“I don’t condone physical violence, Lacey. You know that. I expect you to report any incidences immediately. Anything else? I’m relying on your judgement call.” His hands drop to his lap. “If you feel you can’t cope, you let me know. But know that I won’t be pleased if I find you haven’t made a concerted effort yourself toward conflict resolution first.” He leans forward, reaching into his top drawer. “You can speak with our guidance officer about tactics and theory for working out differences.” A blue pamphlet is slid across the desk toward me. “The days he’s available are listed on the back, there.”

I retrieve the pamphlet and slide it on top of the stack of emails. “Thank you.”

“I’ll let your homeroom teacher know that I had you with me. You may proceed directly to first period.”

My hands shake, legs weak as they carry me from his office.

Still, I manage to get myself across the hall and the stack of emails in my hand deep into the trash.

Pamphlet included.

Screw that. If the faculty don’t want to offer any real help, then they better be prepared to sort this out on my own, my way.
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TUCK

Maggie approaches across the quad, her uniform in its usual dishevelled state, her shoulder-length hair ruffled and uneven. Still, she is quite a pretty girl. I can see why Beau likes her. 

Johnson’s gaze follows me when I stand to meet her halfway. His bitch of a stepsister lies lounged on the grass at his feet; I don’t need her overhearing this. 

“Hey.” Mags glances past me toward Beau. “What’s your idea?”

“Come with me.” I lead her away from unwanted ears and toward the paved area beside the field. 

Mags takes a seat beside me on the bench seat, a decent distance from a group of girls who can’t help but glance toward us every so often. 

“They’re talking about you,” she says amused by the looks the girls throw our way.

I narrow my gaze, studying the group of three for a minute. “Nope. They’re talking about both of us.”

“How can you tell?” 

“Their expression changes depending on who they look at. Anyway.” Maggie doesn’t need to know it’s because the mutts look at her as though she stinks of shit. Fuck them and their ignorance. “You can make the call.” I pass my phone over.

“The call?”

I reach across and scroll through the menus while the device is still in her hands, bringing up Colt’s number. 

Her eyes go wide. “Why me?”

“He won’t stay on the line if he hears my voice.”

“How can you be sure?” She stares at the contact details with apprehension. 

“Trust me. I know.”

Mags saves the screen before it goes black. “We could just take a drive this afternoon.”

“And what if she’s fine, and like you say she’s had her phone taken off her? Then we get her in the shit more.”

“Why do you have to be so sensible and level-headed?” she whines.

I glance at the trio of girls again, noticing they still watch me. The attention usually makes me happy, something to focus on other than the bullshit I have to put up with at home, but today I get the urge to find somewhere private for Mags and me. 

“Fine.” Maggie hits the Dial icon. “You owe me.”

“Bullshit, I do.” I laugh. “You need this as much as I do.”

Her tongue peeks out, and I find myself surprised to see she the top of a barbell. The titbit of information reminds me of what strangers we usually are. If I knew her at all, I’d know she has her damn tongue pierced. 

“Yeah, hi,” Maggie blurts. “Is that Colt?”

I lean in, as though it’ll help me hear what he says. 

“It’s Maggie,” she answers. “From Arcadia. I don’t know if you—yeah. That’s me.” She frowns, eyes locked on the grass a few feet from us. “That doesn’t matter.” Her eyes go wide, and she turns to find my gaze. “Uh-huh.” 

“What?” I mouth. 

“No, I hoped you could let me know if Lacey has got my messages? I know she’s probably in—Uh-huh—Yeah. I thought maybe she wasn’t allowed her phone or something?” Maggie frowns, elbow propped on her knee to support the hand at her ear. “Okay.” 

I’ve never been this on edge before. Nervous before a competition? Sure. But feeling as though if I don’t get the answer to what the fuck Colt says on the other end, I’ll explode? Yeah—that’s next-level shit, right there.

“No. Thanks for explaining.” She cringes. “I won’t.”

My toes wriggle an impatient rhythm in my boot while I watch her disconnect. “Well?”

“He said to, and I quote, ‘Delete this fucking number now you know what you need to.’”

“Yeah. Whatever.” I take my phone back. “Lacey. What did he say about her?”

Maggie’s mouth flattens into a thin line before she answers. “No phone. No WIFI. Her mum changed the password and told Colt to keep it from her. She’s isolated as punishment.” 

I catch the twitch to her eye. “What else?”

“He said she’s booked into therapy this afternoon.”

“For fuck’s sake.” I launch off the bench seat and stride onto the grass. “Therapy?”

Mags nods. “They must think they can counsel the independence right out of her.”

“How long for?”

“He doesn’t know.” Both of her hands lift. “That’s all he said. I’ve repeated everything.”

No phone. No connection to the outside world. Nothing. 

“What’s next then, cowboy?” She stretches out, legs in a long line before her.

“You two lovebirds all done?” Johnson hollers from the walkway between the buildings.

I scowl at him as he approaches. Ed follows behind in reluctant conversation with Dee. Amber takes up the rear, hanging off Beau’s arm.

He looks as though he’s ready to chew his limb off at the shoulder.

What the fuck are those two bitches up to now?

I give Mags a quick look that I hope relays, “Run with this,” and call back. “You want a turn?”

Johnson’s eyes spark as though he’s missed the arsehole side of me. “You promise?”

Amber laughs, tugging on Beau who visibly bristles. Good. Exactly what I wanted to happen.

“Yeah. You’ve always been happy to take sloppy seconds.” I wink toward Maggie.

To the others, I’m a cheeky arsehole. But with the amused lift of Maggie’s eyebrow, I’m relieved to see she understands what it is I do. 

“Maybe you could tag-team Johnson and Ed?” I quip, giving Beau another rark-up. 

“You’re a fucking pig,” Maggie snaps, playing along. 

“Don’t be silly,” Amber calls out, joining in as I’d hoped. “She’d rather duo up with Dee and me. Wouldn’t you, Mags?”

“I’ll pass. I’ve had week-old fish before, and it wasn’t the best.”

“I’m out,” Ed calls, his hands raised as he turns to head back the way they came in.

Johnson spins away, his face damn near split in two with the size of his grin. Beau stands shocked, eyes wide while Maggie lights up.

“I suppose that’s the best you can get when you don’t admit what you are, right?” Amber snaps back. “Some forty-year-old tart out the back of the local?”

“Ask your Mum,” Maggie quips, rising to her feet. “She’ll be able to tell you.”

“You fuckin’…”

Johnson leaps in to intervene as his crazed stepsibling rushes the amused Maggie.

I watch Beau, curious about what he’ll do. I started this catfight expecting him to man up and stand up for the object of his affection. But it seems Maggie’s more than capable of doing it for herself. Interestingly enough, he stands off to the side, arms folded over his chest and legs splayed wide while he watches her go to town with a sly grin. 

“Careful, boys,” Maggie singsongs. “Better put your mutt back on the chain before you’re ordered to destroy it.”

“Back off,” Johnson growls, shoving Amber back a couple of steps. 

“Excuse me?” Her head whips back so damn hard that I wait for it to topple off the back of her shoulders and roll across the field. “Since when have you sided with that filthy skank?” She jabs a hand in Maggie’s direction.

Mags stares her down, seemingly not put off in the slightest. I haven’t given this girl enough credit in the past. Her keeping to herself wasn’t out of fear or anything like it. She kept to herself because she’s strong enough to. 

She doesn’t need anybody on her side. It makes me want to be. 

“You’ve had your fun,” I shout toward Amber. “Take your trained monkey,” I say, nodding toward a grinning Dee, “and go.”

“You better watch your back, bitch,” she fires toward Maggie. “You won’t always have these guys around to look after you.”

“Ooo,” Mags taunts, wiggling her head with wide eyes. “I’m shaking in my boots.”

“You better be,” Dee adds weakly as the two girls saunter off.

The four of us wait until they disappear before Maggie and Johnson burst into laughter at the same time. I grin, noticing Beau hides a chuckle behind his hand also.

“Fuck me, Mags,” Johnson calls out. “I never knew you had it in you.”

“You never cared to know,” she counters with a healthy dose of realism.

Our group are brought back to ground damn fast when it sinks in: we might have finally set our differences aside, but we’re still far from friends. 
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LACEY

Wallpaper that feels like velvet, and couches that I’m certain cost more than the average person’s car. This place is ridiculous. I’m sure the exquisite décor in the psychiatrist’s office is supposed to make me believe that they’re talented at what they do, that they’re successful and reliable.

All I see is where the outrageous fee Mum pays goes. 

I peek out at her from beneath my lashes, craning my eyeballs to see her beside me. She sits in the waiting room, a brown leather clutch on her lap, this season’s gorgeous Karen Walker silk dress hanging from her slight frame. My mother is stunning—a woman who could have perhaps had a career in fashion in another life. 

But if she’s taught me one thing, it’s that some people can definitely be judged by their cover.

Alicia Williams wears the resting bitch face as though she knows no other expression. Although I’m not sure it’s classified as resting when that’s how she looks happy, angry, sad, hungry, you name it. Her perfectly kept appearance gives off the air of a woman who doesn’t take lightly to anything that inconveniences her, and that assumption is one hundred per cent correct. 

Us being here today? That inconveniences her.

“I expect nothing but honesty in this session,” she whispers under her breath as though the only other person in the waiting room—a middle-aged man—judges us.

How could he? He sits in a psychiatrist’s waiting room too. 

“I still don’t see how this is supposed to help me.”

“Maybe it’s not so much about you,” she says, taking me by surprise, “but rather how it can help the rest of us.” Her sharp irises lock on to my wide eyes. “Where do you think our family will end up if you continue to draw the wrong kind of attention toward us?”

“Can we be anywhere worse than we are now?” I counter. “Split in two?”

She opens her mouth to say something, yet the click of the office door opening stalls her in her tracks. 

“Lacey.” A grey-haired man stands tall in the doorway. His presence fills the entire waiting room; his calm and refined exterior commands nothing but obedience. “Hello.” He smiles, moving aside to usher us in.

I squeeze through to his lavish office, Mum sweeping in not far behind. She takes a seat first, opting for the armchair closest to the psych. I take the farthest one from her, which happens to land me smack opposite the old guy once he accepts his seat. 

I feel under the microscope with the two of them staring at me like some freak on display. 

“Shall we start with introductions?” He lifts one long leg and gently sets it over the other, tilting his hips so that the tablet in his hand rests level on his lap. “I’m Dr Thorpe, as you both know.” Mum politely smiles at his jest. “And you must be Lacey.” He nods toward me. “Which means you have to be her mother, Alicia. Am I right?”

Mum offers her hand. “Lovely to meet you, Dr Thorpe.”

He opts not to touch her, his gaze dropping briefly to her redundant hand before he shifts his focus back to me.

I like this guy already. Maybe I was a little hasty in my judgement of him?

“Tell me in your own words, Lacey, why we’re all here today?”

Mum’s near busting at the seams to take over, her lips pinched and face tight. I take my sweet time before I answer, gazing out the tall windows at the office block opposite. 

“My family think I’m acting out to be selfish,” I state.

“I see. How about you fill me in on a brief history so I may position myself in your shoes a little better?” Dr Thorpe’s eyes crinkle at the corners. He reminds me a little of how people draw the kind old grandpa in children’s books. 

“My parents recently separated.” He nods. Mum narrows her eyes. “I wanted to stay with my dad, but Mum brought me back here.”

“And you didn’t want to move back to Riverbourne?”

I shake my head. The school issued headband itches at my scalp, suddenly unwelcome. I remove it and stretch the deep red fabric between my hands. 

“Why didn’t you want to come back, Lacey?”

Mum’s fingers twitch against her clutch. 

“I don’t get along with the people at my school anymore.”

“A lot of kids your age have trouble with their peers. Is this that sort of trouble?”

“I don’t think so.”

“There was an incident recently,” Mum interjects, unable to help herself.

Dr Thorpe takes a deep breath. “You’re saying you’re being bullied, Lacey?”

I nod. “The kids who were my friends aren’t now. They’re not the sort of people you want on the opposing side.”

“I see.” He addresses Mum. “Has she informed you of this?”

Her nostrils flare the teensiest bit. “No.”

“Because she won’t listen,” I snap. “How can I tell her what’s happening, when she’d rather I pretend everything’s fine?”

“I’m sure that’s not entirely tr—”

“It is,” I state before Mum can get a word in. “I told her what they did my first day back, and she said I needed to be kind so that they’d forgive me.”

He frowns at Mum. “Is that so? What has your daughter done that needs forgiving?”

She’ll wring my neck when we get back to the house, but for now, I feel sheltered in Dr Thorpe’s office. I lift my eyebrows, waiting on the answer too.

“She acted out after we left Riverbourne and disrespected a boy she attends school with. Understandably, her friends rallied together behind this boy she offloaded her frustration on.”

“You make it sound as though I had no reason to do it,” I cry. “Richard insulted me.”

Dr Thorpe lifts his hand. “Okay. Let’s settle things down and take this slow. How were relationships before your family relocated, Lacey? What was the dynamic between your peers?”

I twist my lips and opt to stare out the window again. Late afternoon sun curls around the right-hand side, peppering his desk and floor with amber hues. “We were friends, but knowing what I do now, they weren’t people who I could have depended on.”

“But you felt that you could at the time?”

I nod. “I spent most of my time with them after school and on weekends.”

“And when you moved?” Dr Thorpe queries. “What did they do then?”

I glance toward Mum. She finally sits a little more relaxed, curious for my answer also. “I kept in touch with one girl. Greer,” I clarify for Mum’s sake. “But the others didn’t call. Didn’t message. Nothing.”

“Social media?” the doctor asks. “Were you blocked or anything along those lines?”

I shake my head, hands worrying the band between my fingers again. “I organised for Colt—my brother—and I to go to a party the weekend before school went back.” I pause briefly to catalogue the expressions from my memory, to check for any details I may have missed at the time. “They weren’t welcoming. Almost surprised to see me.”

“And why do you think that is? Why do you think they hoped you wouldn’t attend?”

“Because we don’t fit in anymore,” I answer, looking directly at Mum. “What you’re worth financially plays a huge part in where you stand in the social hierarchy. We have nothing to our name anymore. They view us as outsiders.”

“Mmm,” Dr Thorpe hums. “I see. So you feel as though you fit in where you moved to.” He looks toward Mum for clarification.

“Arcadia,” she whispers. 

The doc’s eyebrows lift. “Quite the change.”

“Yes.” Her fingers dip into the leather in her lap. 

“You felt welcome there?” Doc asks me.

“I feel more welcome there.” I roll my eyes, searching the ceiling for answers I know I won’t find. “Colt and I were bullied there too.”

“Because you came from the city. Correct?”

I nod. 

Dr Thorpe switches legs and pulls a stylus off the side of the tablet. He pauses to take notes, the plastic nib tapping on the screen erratically. I wrap the headband around my wrist for something to do and chance a look at Mum. Her gaze is downcast, her focus on… no way… her damn phone inside her clutch.

“Mum!”

Her head snaps up. “Excuse me?”

Dr Thorpe stops writing.

“You’re on your phone?” I slump lower in the seat.

She scowls at my unladylike posture. “I have messages that require a reply.”

Dr Thorpe sets his tablet down with a long, drawn-out breath. “Mrs Williams.”

“Alicia,” she barks.

“Alicia,” he corrects with a twinge of sarcasm. “While I appreciate the demands on one’s time in this day and age of readily available technology, I only ask one thing of my clients: that they remain present while in session.”

“You’re taking notes,” she argues. “We’re not doing anything constructive.”

“To the contrary.” His grey eyebrows pinch together. “I take notes about the discussion, but I also take notes about body language and behaviours. Behaviours such as choosing to engage with a handheld device rather than use the time to open a dialogue between yourself and your daughter, Mrs Williams.”

She bristles at the use of her married name. He must know it irritates her. Fantastic power play, Dr Thorpe. Bravo.

“I recommend we engage in these sessions weekly. And Alicia,” he says with a smile. “Please ensure you come to each appointment as well. I want to resolve the issues both of you have.”

“These sessions aren’t for me,” Mum scoffs.

“They’re for Lacey, yes,” he grits out. “But when your daughter’s main problem appears to be related to you, then I’m severely handicapped on what I can achieve if you are not present.”

I had no idea I could enjoy a psychiatry appointment so much.

“Whatever you think is best,” Mum murmurs, her face stone. 

“I’m glad we agree.”
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TUCK

“Hey! Ballbag!” I shout after Ed.

He slows, turning to check where I am while I jog to catch up. “’ Sup?”

“Got time tomorrow afternoon?”

“Yeah.” He falls into step with me. “What for?”

“I’m setting something up. Be at mine after school, ‘kay?”

“Yeah.” He watches me leave again, confused as fuck.

I repeat the rounds, catching Johnson before he meets up with Amber, and Beau on his way out the gates. Maggie’s car has already left, so I collect Major and take a ride across town to the sports grounds. 

Her team practice on the far field—an array of colours since they all wear their own sports gear. I hitch Major to the timber bollard around the parking lot and take a seat on the edge of the gravel, knees tucked inside my elbows, to wait her out. 

The girls do drills for another twenty minutes before her coach blows the whistle to indicate they can have a break. With her water bottle in hand, Mags jogs across the empty field between us, her studs kicking up dirt with each step.

“I had to convince your fan club not to come over as well,” she teases, breathless. “You caused quite the stir over there, showing up unannounced.”

“I can imagine.”

She stands to the side of me; legs braced a foot apart, hand on her hip while she downs a healthy dose of water. 

“You free tomorrow afternoon?” 

Mags snorts. “Is that all? You could have messaged me, now that you have my number.”

True. I forgot about that. “Well? Are you?”

“Depends.” Her eyes narrow. “What kind of shit are you planning to get me in now?”

I laugh, making Major take a step to the side. “None. At least, not yet. Besides, what shit have I got you in so far? You haven’t done anything wrong.”

She lifts one eyebrow. “Do you have any idea how many questions Mum asked after first getting a phone call trying to track Lacey down the night she left, and then hearing that her parents were after her again, and figuring out she was with me at the rodeo?”

“A few, huh?”

“No duh.” Mags rolls her eyes. “So what are we doing now?” she teases. “What should I pack?”

I laugh, loud and long, hoping that after all this shit dies down, Maggie and I stay friends. She’s fun. 

“Nothing yet. I just need you at mine first.”

“What time?”

Her coach blows the whistle again. 

“After school. And be prepared, the moto-hoes will be there.”

“Ugh.” Her shoulders slump. “It almost sounded like fun until you said that. Don’t worry,” she calls as she jogs away. “I’ll be there.”

Good.

Because I need everyone on board if this is going to work. 

***

Kurt wasn’t all that pleased when I told the old man over breakfast how I wouldn’t be able to do the after-school rounds. Consequently, I busted my arse to do what I could before school so that I could get the afternoon off for my “study group”. 

I hate feeling as though I have to ask the guy’s permission to scratch my fucking arse, but as long as I live under his roof, it’s his rules.

I can respect that. 

Johnson arrives first, Amber in the passenger seat and Ed in the back with Beau. The four of them pile out of Johnson’s truck, heading for the house as Mandy, Cate, and Dee pull up on their bikes. The trio dismounts, helmets off, hands sorting their wind-blown hair when Maggie idles her car into the fray.

I watch the whole show unfold from the doorstep, arms folded while I silently dare any of the fuckers to start a damn fight. There’s no need for it. They’re at my house, invited; they can all reserve the bickering for after they’ve left.

“Ground rules,” I call out as they assemble before me. “No arguing. Debate is fine, but be respectful.”

“What the fuck are we doing here?” Johnson asks. “I feel like you need an eye patch, and we should have fucking shields and shit.”

I toss an unimpressed glare his way. “Very funny.”

“Legit,” Beau says from the back. “This feels like some kind of superhero meet up before the shit goes down with the enemy.”

“In a way, it is,” I say. “Boots off before you come in.”

Their murmurs follow me through our entrance, the speculation a common ground for them to discuss while we all get comfortable in the main living room. 

Johnson takes one side of the three-seater sofa, Amber and Dee filling the other end. Beau gets comfortable leaning against the wall behind them and, interestingly enough, Maggie joins him, choosing to stand off to his left with her arms folded. 

Ed lounges in the armchair that sits to Johnson’s left, his legs slung over one side, back tucked into the other. 

Mandy seats herself on the rug between them, tucked behind the solid oak coffee table with her legs folded and hands in her lap. Cate settles into the armchair that matches Ed’s, opposite him at the girls’ end of the sofa. 

Which leaves me to stand at the helm in front of our stone fireplace. The kindling crackles behind me, the first log I put on before they arrived glowing on its base. 

“I know this is totally unlike me,” I start, “but I need help.”

Everyone remains respectfully quiet, a mixture of confusion, curiosity, and frustration on each of their faces. 

“I’m asking all of you because what I need help with affects us all.”

“Right?” Johnson asks, eyes narrowed on me. “Go on.”

I focus on the growing heat at my back, how the fire warms the back of my jeans. “This shitfight with the arseholes in town has gone on long enough. We need to end it and let everything settle back to normal; them where they are, and us where we are.”

“And yet, you want to have one of their bitches out here with you,” Amber snarls. “How is that keeping everyone in their place?”

My nostrils flare; my patience with the white-haired cow is already on thin ice. “I don’t count that as an issue, because unlike you, she has no problem with us. She doesn’t pose a threat to any of you.”

“Yeah, maybe not,” Mandy says. “But her brother does.”

“I know.” I lock my gaze on hers. “Are you okay if we talk about that a bit?”

She glances around at her peers, and with the look she gives Dee, I wonder how much any of them actually know. Johnson, Cate, and I were the only ones there that night. Aside from the three of us, I have no idea what Mandy has told anyone else.

“Yeah,” she eventually sighs. “I can’t keep worrying about what people know. You guys at least deserve the full truth.”

Cate swallows, concern clear in her gaze as she watches Mandy. 

It registers why Mandy would trust Cate so much—the girl never says a damn thing. If anyone can keep a secret, it’s Cate.

“I guess I should start us off by telling the whole story.” Mandy rises to her feet, moving around the low table to join me. “Only a few of you know everything, so it’ll be quicker and less confusing if I start at the top and recap us on it all.”

“We’re talking about that cunt, Colt, right?” Ed asks.

I nod and step aside to let Mandy take the floor.

“Hold on.” Amber scoots forward to sit on the front edge of the cushion. “Why are we even talking about this? Did I somehow miss the part where we all agreed that Tuck is right, and this needs to end? Because I know for a fucking fact I didn’t raise my hand for that vote.”

“What good is it to any of us to keep dragging it on?” Mandy asks.

“What good does it do us to end it? You just want to let them win?” Amber retorts. “What did they ever do to deserve our forgiveness?”

“They were led to believe something that isn’t true,” Mandy explains.

I observe her friends, noticing the way Cate drops her head, while the other two tilt theirs as though confused why they wouldn’t have been told this before now.

I guess in a way I can relate. How long was it before I told any of my friends that Mum was sick? When shit gets hard, our natural response is to try and ignore it and hope it dies a natural death. But it never does. It just festers until, eventually, you do what you should have to begin with: you tell the truth.

“You all know my history with Richard Shepcott, right?” The room nod in unison. “We dated for almost a year before we split up. Only some of you know why we broke it off.”

“Somebody told him you cheated on him with one of these guys, which we know isn’t true,” Dee states as though it should have been common knowledge.

“That’s where they’re wrong, and so are most of you.”

“What the fuck?” Amber mumbles.

Johnson elbows her. Maggie relocates to get more comfortable leaning against the wall beside Beau. 

“I did cheat on him, but not willingly. Yeah, it wasn’t with these guys, we know that.” Mandy presses her lips tight, glancing to the ceiling to add, “It was Colt.”

“Oh, fuck off,” Ed calls out. “Really?”

“I knew that arsehole had more to do with this shit than we all thought,” Johnson grumbles. “I should have totalled his fucking car now.”

“Settle down,” I warn. 

“So let me get this straight,” Amber says. “All this time I’ve hated that arsehole for spreading untrue rumours about you, but not only were they true, but he was the main fucking instigator in them?”

Mandy nods. “Thing is, his mate Richard doesn’t know it was him. I promised never to tell as long as he left me alone.”

“That’s fucked up,” Dee murmurs.

“Uh-huh,” Ed agrees. 

“We all make bad decisions when we’re scared,” Maggie adds from the back of the room.

Amber and Dee spin around to glare at her as though they forgot she was with us. 

“The city kids hate us because they think one of our own wrecked it for theirs,” Mandy states. “I upheld that lie to keep the peace between them, simply because I’m too fucking nice to start an argument when I don’t have to.” She cringes. “Not anymore. That bastard Colt isn’t doing anything to help me anymore, so why should I help him?”

“And what do you get from this?” Dee asks of me. 

“I get them to back off Lacey when they realise that we aren’t the enemy.”

“But we are,” Amber quips. 

“For now,” I cede. “But once the truth is out there, we need to make it clear that we have no interest in what happens afterwards. We’re clearing the air so we can move on. They should do the same.”

“I don’t know,” Cate mumbles, shocking the shit out of all of us. “It’s risky. What if all we do is shift their hate over a lie, to starting an internal war amongst them?”

“It’s a risk we have to take,” Mandy tells her best friend. “I’m done with carrying this secret. I want a fresh start. I think after everything that happened, I deserve a fresh start.”

A few murmurs of agreement sweep the room.

“Can we clarify one thing?” Beau asks. 

Mandy lifts her chin to hear him out.

“You said that you shacked up with this dick, but that it wasn’t willingly. What did you mean by that?”

Mandy glances toward me, and then Johnson, finally settling on Cate. The three of us silently urge her to explain. She almost dodged a bullet, sure, but if she wants that fresh start, then she needs to fess up. 

“You remember how Richard came out to watch me compete about a month before we broke up?”

“At that charity ride?” Ed asks.

Mandy nods. “Yeah. And he brought Colt and their other friend, what’s his name?”

“Christian,” I fill in. 

She snaps her fingers at me. “That’s the one. Well, that night when we were at the party one of the competitors held, Christian was making all sorts of rude comments about me. He could never understand why Richard would date somebody from out here when he should be ‘keeping it classy’ as Christian would say.” Mandy turns, side on to the room while she warms one hand near the fire. “Richard got pissed off, went off at both Christian and Colt about it. Colt got dark on being in the shit for something he didn’t do. So…” She swallows and then sucks a deep breath. “When he found me drunk off my arse later that night, he had his revenge.”

“That dirty fucking cunt,” Ed leers.

“I didn’t say anything at first,” Mandy explains, “because he was drunk too. I blamed myself and put it down to a bad decision on both our behalf. A mistake that alcohol made happen, and one I could have avoided if I’d been more careful.”

“That’s why you don’t drink anymore,” Dee says quietly.

Mandy nods. “Pretty much.”

“It was when Tuck and I saw Mandy the next day that she learned the truth,” Johnson adds. 

“He bragged to Christian about taking advantage of a drunk country girl, but he never said who. It wasn’t until Mandy fessed up, panicked about Richard finding out, that we put two and two together.” I reach out and nudge her shoulder. “It’s okay, mate. We’ll iron this shit out.”

“I think it’s time.”

“When do we leave?” Beau asks, brow firm.

“Leave to go where?” Amber asks.

“To fuck over a few rich pricks.”
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LACEY

No internet and no phone drives me crazy. I considered going to the public library to use their computers until I realised that my Facebook profile would then show when I was last active. I’m stuck in Riverbourne with the communication capabilities of some kid from the 80s. 

How the hell did they keep in touch?

I’ve taken to having lunch on the far side of the campus. From here, I can make out the buzzer that signals the end of break—just—and I also get fair warning of anyone who may want to approach. With the sports field before me, the indoor courts to my left, and the empty fenced yards to my right where the polo team bring their horses during tournament week, I have a clear view for the most part; the eight-foot block boundary fence protects my back. 

The silence provides more than a respite from the constant harassment I receive in the halls. It gives me time to think. Far too much time, some days. 

What is Tuck doing back in Arcadia? Is he worried because I haven’t been in touch?

Has Maggie asked around?

Do they even care, or has life in the country returned to what it was before I arrived?

Don’t give yourself that much credit, Lace. Why would they worry about one person? Colt’s gone. The two rich kids out of their hair. For the most part, the students at Arcadia are probably happy to be rid of the disruption we brought with us. 

“There you are.”

I lift my head, sushi roll in hand, to find Colt approaching from the same direction as the sun. Sneaky bugger used the blinding light to shield his approach.

“What do you want?”

“It’s taken me all week to figure out where the hell you go.”

“Maybe I didn’t want to be found?” I pop the salmon and avocado roll in my mouth. 

He annoyingly takes it upon himself to sit on the cold pavers beside me. “The ground is filthy, sis. Surely you haven’t stooped that low.”

“It’s cleaner than what gets tossed at me in the halls, Colt. Did you need something?”

He watches me in silence while I tap a little wasabi paste onto the next segment. “We haven’t had a chance to catch up since Mum took you to therapy.”

“Didn’t realise you needed to know what’s spoken about in private.”

He frowns, sighing lightly. “What do you want from me?”

“An apology would be a start.” I pop the seaweed wrapped fish in my mouth and lift my eyebrows. 

His scowl deepens. “Okay. So things got a little more out of hand than I predicted.”

“Only a little?” I manage around my mouthful before hurriedly finishing it off. “What you’re saying then, is you didn’t mind sacrificing me to the wolves, but you didn’t realise that they’d tear me apart.”

“Something like that.” He stares off across the field. 

A group of young boys kick a soccer ball around on the far side. 

“How does it stop then, Colt?” I snap. “Because I’ve been wracking my brains for an answer, and I’ve come up empty. So, you tell me what it will take for them to be satisfied.”

He shrugs, chin dipping to his chest. “I don’t know anymore. I honestly thought they’d be done after that stunt at the party.”

“Yet they’re not.” I close the small bento box on my lap and then set it back in my satchel. “What do you owe them?”

“Pardon?” He turns his head, sharp blue eyes on mine. 

“You must owe them something if you’re picking these arseholes over family, right? Or do they have something on you? A little blackmail?”

“A bit of both.” I catch a fleeting glimpse of my real brother at that moment. Briefly, ever so briefly, he shows his remorse—his humanity.

“Talk to me,” I plead. “If I have to suffer this day in and day out, tell me what it is. Richard dated Mandy over a year ago; he won’t be that cut up if he learnt the truth about it, surely?”

There has to be more.

“It’s complicated,” Colt answers, rising to his feet.

I flop back against the block wall, frustrated to the point that I get the urge to reach out with my foot and kick him in the Achilles. “You’re my brother. No matter what happens here,” I remind him, “in twenty or thirty years, these people won’t matter to us. But you’ll still be my brother, and I’ll still be your annoying little sister.”

He smiles sadly, hands slung in his black slack pockets. “That’s the thing, though, sis. If these people grow up and move into the family business, or stay within the same industry, they will be my problem. I’ll end up working with them, or even against them. The fewer enemies I have, the better.”

“But it’s okay to tear your family apart and have nobody in your corner, to begin with, huh?”

“You just don’t get it.” His face screws up. “As long as you sit there and tell me that you think I’m wrong, well then it shows me that you don’t understand.”

I glare at him, willing the jerk to leave me alone once more. “Oh, I understand. It’s you who doesn’t get it Colt. And you know what? I feel sorry for you because when you finally wake up to the damage you’ve caused, you’re going to have a really hard time accepting yourself.”

He snorts, looking toward the classrooms. “I already hate who I am, sis. Everything after this is just gravy.”
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TUCK

“Are you sure he still lives there?” Johnson asks, peering out the windshield of his truck at the tall, settlement-style buildings. 

“Yeah. I heard from someone at the girls’ college that they went to a gig here a couple of months back.” Mandy leans toward her door to peer around Johnson’s seat at the street ahead. “It’s a little further up. I’ll know it when I see it.”

“I bloody hope so.” Arms at my side, I force myself to relax. 

Us boys wanted to head into the city, here, and take it straight to those jackasses that took advantage of Mandy. But true to form, she talked everyone off a ledge and asked for us to try things her way first before we declared all-out war on the snobby pricks.

Of course, her way involves a peaceful talk between Mandy and her ex, Richard.

“I hope he’s home,” she murmurs more to herself than us. “He always had Thursday nights at home because he was tired after rowing on Wednesdays.” 

“Rowing,” Johnson snorts. “What good does that do when you leave school? Get a real skill, douche.”

“Johnny,” Mandy scolds. 

He flashes her a look in the rearview at the use of the nickname he hates the most.

She grins right back at him.

“There.” Mandy reaches between out seats to point toward a two-storey, Oamaru stone structure. “That’s his place.”

Johnson finds somewhere to park his truck, the F250 way too large to fit in these pokey little spaces. I stare out at the Shepcott residence, wondering what percentage of our farm we’d need to hock off to cover the costs of one of these pretentious pads. 

“You still want to do this on your own?” I twist in my seat to face Mandy while Johnson pulls a uey.

She nods, adjusting her loose hair over the collar of her black jacket. My eyes damn near fell out of my head when she walked out her front door to jump in with us earlier tonight. To look at her now, dressed up in a casual blazer, satiny grey top on underneath, and dark denim jeans tipped with black high heels—she looks twenty-seven, not seventeen. 

I’m pretty sure Johnson was thinking the same when I glanced across to find him unblinking as she made her way toward the car.

“Just stay here,” she instructs after Johnson kills the engine. “If it doesn’t go well, then I want a quick getaway.”

“Sure thing.”

The two of us sit in the front and watch as she strides up the sidewalk toward Richard’s, confident as all get out.

“Have you ever seen her out of school uniform or riding gear?” Johnson asks.

I shake my head. “First time.”

“She’s fucking hot, right?”

“I’m not saying anything,” I chuckle. Yeah, she is. But I’m not making it sound as though I’m interested. 

Not when I have someone better waiting for me at the end of all this shit. It goddamn burns knowing we’re so close to where Lacey’s holed up. But I can’t just rock up and expect it to be okay. If I show up unannounced, then this whole plan is a waste of time, and I’m even worse off than being back at square one. 

Mandy climbs the two stone steps to the front door and reaches for the bell. Her body stiffens, unmoving as though she’s a picture before she relaxes with a deep breath and straightens her back.

“She’s nervous, huh?” 

“Wouldn’t you be?” I say. “The girl has to front up to the guy she supposedly cheated on.”

“Did cheat on,” Johnson corrects.

“It’s hardly infidelity when you’re not consciously aware of what happens or given a choice to consent is it?”

“No. You’re right, mate.”

We sit in silence, glued to the street while we wait with Mandy for the door to open. After what feels like forever, bright white light bathes the girl head to toe when the black lacquer door swings open. 

Her arms lift, hands briefly gesturing before she steps back and turns side on to the now-closed door. A subtle thumb up toward us, and then the light returns when the door opens again.

Her eyes go wide, and even from this distance, she seems as though the colour drains from her. A twitch to her lips, and then our girl steps over the threshold to be swallowed whole by prestige and class.

Fuck this shit. Give me a wide-open space and a horse with a good head any day. 

“And now we wait,” Johnson groans, sliding down in his seat.

“Yep.” I tap my fingers on the door twice and then do the same. “Did Amber say much else after our get together about this?” I ask.

Johnson rolls his head to study me briefly. “Why?”

“Curious. She’s not exactly subtle about how much she hates Lacey.”

He shrugs, rolling his head back straight. “Nah, she’s not. But no, she didn’t say anything else. Come to think of it Amber didn’t say much about it at all.”

“That unusual?” I’ve got no idea to what extent their step-siblings-with-benefits deal goes. I imagine they keep it pretty chill at home.

“Yeah, it is.” Johnson frowns, staring up at the tree branches arched over us. “She normally talks my fucking ear off after I do her. Drives me nuts.”

“TMI, mate. You could have stopped at yes.”

He chuckles. “We ain’t blood, Tuck. If our parents weren’t shacked up, there’d be nothing weird about it.”

“Except that you call each other sister and brother,” I argue.

He shrugs again. “Maybe. I’m just making the most out of a shithouse situation, bro.”

“Yeah. I get that.” 

He never wanted his dad to remarry. And Amber’s mum wasn’t exactly the woman you’d expect him to go after, either. But who am I to judge when it comes to unusual pairs.

We sit in silence a while, watching the door and waiting for Mandy. The odd car cruises past, but apart from that, the neighbourhood is disturbingly quiet. I expected the city to be a lot livelier at night, but maybe it’s different the closer to the CBD you get? I wouldn’t know. I’ve never spent more than a handful of nights in here. 

“How long do you think we should wait before we bust down the door and rescue her?” Johnson kids, but there’s an element of legitimate concern to his tone. 

“She said she’d message if she needed help.”

“What if she can’t get to her phone?”

“She’ll be fine. She can look after herself.” I keep my gaze trained on the door, the thought swimming around my head all the same.

By the time Mandy re-emerges, I’m on the brink of throwing the car door open and saying fuck it all, let’s go get her. 

“About fucking time.” Johnson scoots up in his seat.

She steps out onto the landing and then turns back with a soft smile.

“Must have gone well,” I mutter.

“Yeah.” He leans over the steering wheel, arms folded on top. “She seems relieved, doesn’t she?”

“Looks like it.”

Mandy lifts her hand in a wave as the door shuts, and then turns for the truck. Her steps quicken the closer to us she gets. 

“Thank Christ that’s done,” she exclaims, throwing herself onto the back seat with the slam of her door behind her. 

“All sorted?”

“Far from it. But at least he listened,” she says with a sigh. “He doesn’t fully believe it; I can tell.”

“He still mad at you?” Johnson flicks his gaze to her in the rearview while turning the key. 

“A little. But I think what has Richard so messed up is that he knows I would never lie to him.”

“Good. Let him stew on it, and we’ll see what comes of it over the next few days.”

“No.” Mandy scoots forward, forgoing her seatbelt as Johnson pulls into the street. “We’ve got an in.”

“What do you mean?” I twist to see her over my shoulder.

“He mentioned a get together this weekend. It seems Christian wants to butter up the students at Riverbourne Preparatory to get the focus off his dad bringing Lacey back to town.”

“Will she be there?” I ask a little too eagerly.

Johnson smirks. I punch him in the thigh, hoping I give the fucker a dead leg.

“Nope. But Colt will.”

“What are you suggesting?”

She shrugs, falling back in her seat. “What do you have in mind?”
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LACEY

“While the incident didn’t happen on school grounds, we here at Riverbourne Prep have agreed to act as mediators considering the vile act inflicted upon Ms Gayle Everhart was planned and arranged from within our walls.”

My gut churns, the air stifling in Principal Rochester’s office. She sits behind her desk—a solid marble slab held with ornate gold legs—and eyes the guests in her presence.

Myself, Gayle, her parents, my damn mother, Libby, and her father. Seven of us crammed into a space meant for four comfortably at most. We’d probably have more room to spread out if Principal Rothwell’s seats weren’t so large and lavish, and if there weren’t two grandiose pedestals either side of her double doors with marble busts atop. 

Our Principal, a middle-aged woman with a bob cut sharp enough that it could slice a piece of paper clean in half, leans forward to slide an envelope each toward my mother, and Libby’s father, Todd. 

She waits until they take the bait. “Consider this formal notification of actions pending.”

“We’re being sued?” Todd exclaims. 

Libby hides her panic well behind firmly angled brows and a contrasting deep pink scowl.

“We’re pressing charges,” Gayle’s mother clarifies. “After careful consideration, we realised that what happens here sets a precedent for all future students at Riverbourne Prep. Unfortunately, your daughters will need to be made an example of to deter anything of this calibre happening again.”

“That’s rubbish,” Mum snaps. “You’re on a witch hunt. Plain and simple.”

“A witch hunt?” Gayle’s father questions, stepping forward. “Our daughter is permanently marked with slander, and you think we’re picking on your child?”

I want to scream and shout that I didn’t do it, but what would it achieve? Everyone in this room has made up their mind. This is Gayle’s moment for resolution, and I don’t wish to steal that from her.

“Surely we can settle this outside a courtroom,” Todd remarks, still scanning the page in his hand. 

Alicia hasn’t bothered to open hers. 

I fix my gaze firmly on Libby, wishing my damn hardest that I can conjure up the power to set someone on fire with a look alone. Days like these, it’s really frickin’ hard to maintain that lowering myself to her level wouldn’t help anyone.

It would ease my mind for the next ten minutes, at least, if I could make her hurt.

“Until this is resolved,” Principal Rochester intervenes, “then I have no choice but to suspend Libby and Lacey. We cannot have it seen to be acceptable to continue at Riverbourne Prep as though innocent when the verdict is as yet not decided.”

“So you treat them as guilty, then?” Todd sneers. “Well done, Millie,” he snaps, using ur Principal’s given name. “Great way to wash the school’s hands of this.”

“I would appreciate at the bare minimum civil debate, Mr Fellows. If you are unable to do so, then I invite you and your daughter to leave.”

“We wouldn’t want to stay another second for this anyway.” He snatches Libby by the arm and hauls her out of the office behind him. 

The rest of us remain silent, stunned at his behaviour. Well, four of us do. Alicia decides to follow suit.

“Come on, Lacey. We aren’t sticking around for this either.” She rises from her seat, waiting for me to do the same.

Gayle’s moment is over. 

“Why?” I ask her. “Why me?”

“Ms Williams,” Principal Rochester warns.

“No.” Gayle’s mum lifts a hand. “I want to hear what she has to say. Go ahead, Lacey. What do you think could possibly excuse you?”

Gayle refuses to look at me, but I don’t need to focus on her father to know his gaze bores into me. 

“You know I didn’t have anything to do with it. You heard what they said before Libby held you down. So why me?”

“I think you’ve put our daughter through enough,” her father starts.

“Benny. Please,” her mother begs. “Let them talk this through.”

Gayle lifts her head, chin quivering. “I don’t know who to trust anymore.”

“I get that,” I say, edging forward on my seat. “But you heard Libby. She spelt it out for you; they did this to get at me as well as you.”

“What are you talking about, Lacey?” Mum asks. “Don’t put ideas in the girl’s head to try and get yourself out of this. That’s what lawyers are for.”

“Mum, shut up,” I snap. “Let Gayle answer, just like her parents are.”

Principal Rochester steeples her hands before her, resting her chin against the side of her fingers. 

“What did Libby say, darling?” Gayle’s mum drops to her haunches beside her daughter, calves straining with the heels she wears. 

“She said something about letting Lacey be their friend again if she let this happen to me.”

Her mother’s heated gaze flicks to me. 

“And am I?” I cry. “Am I her friend?”

Gayle’s lips twist. Her dad stares at her so damn fiercely that the girl shrinks into her seat. “I guess not.”

“No,” I scoff. “The shit Libby does to me everyday sort of gives that away, doesn’t it?”

“Language,” Principal Rochester scolds. 

I lift my hand in silent apology. “What does that tell you, Gayle?” I ask softly. “If I’m not friends with her, even though she went through with it, what does that say?”

“Realising the gravity of the mistake afterwards doesn’t prove you had nothing to do with the act in the first place,” her father growls. “There are emails that prove you booked the so-called artist, in case you forgot.”

“Fake,” I shout. “They forged them.”

He lifts one eyebrow.

“What’s my email, Mum?”

She looks at me, confused. 

“What’s the first part of my email?” I repeat.

“Laceandgrace,” she recites.

I look at Gayle’s father, at our Principal. “And what was the email on the sheet stuck up around school?”

“You could have made a second account,” Principal Rochester gently points out.

I growl. I’m not getting anywhere with this. Colt. “You need to talk to Colt, Mum.”

“You are not dragging your broth—”

“He knew what they were going to do. He unlocked my phone so that they could take the video, didn’t he Gayle?”

She nods wearily. 

Mum’s face turns red. “We’re leaving. I’ll have our attorney get in touch.”

“Appreciated,” Gayle’s father leers.

I stride out behind Mum, so damn annoyed that she won’t believe me. What will it take before she sees I’m innocent in all of this?

“I’ll speak to Colt tonight,” she clips while we make our way out through the main foyer. “Until then, I don’t want to hear another word about this, Lacey. All this talk of what you were involved in has already given me a headache.”

“You should get your boyfriend to speak to his son,” I sass. “He knows the truth.”

She takes me utterly by surprise, whirling on her pin-point heel to slap me across the cheek. “How dare you undermine me to make yourself feel better.”

“You hit me.”

She opens her mouth to say something else, yet thinks better of it and strides toward the exit. “Come on. We have dinner commitments to keep.”

She bloody well hit me. 
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TUCK

“She is not coming,” I grumble when Amber drops out of the passenger seat. “This was supposed to be boys only, Johnson.”

“Settle down,” the bitch teases. “Richard never did like me much anyway.”

I scrub a hand over my face, the weight of Beau’s grip firm on my shoulder.

“We might need a pretty face for a distraction,” he justifies. “Besides, we’re going to fuck a few people up, so it’s not as though she’ll be much of a liability.”

He has a point. Amber’s usual tornado style gives us hives to manage, but tonight it could come in handy. 

“Fine,” I snap. “But you listen to you goddamn brother,” I instruct, finger in her face.

She leans back, eyeballing my digit. To my disgust, her tongue whips out and catches the tip before I can pull away. 

“Sicko,” I leer. 

“You ever get lonely…”

“Then I’ll know where the fuck to stay away from.”

She scowls, watching me stride past to take her seat up the front of Johnson’s truck. We’ve got a drive ahead of us to get to Christian’s, and I don’t want to be late. 

“You might want to check the seat,” she calls after me. “I didn’t have time to wipe it off after Johnson fingered me on the way here.”

Deep breath. And let it go. “I’m sure I’d smell it before I saw it if there was anything to worry about.”

Beau chuckles, climbing into the seat behind mine. Amber reluctantly takes her place on the other side, giving Beau the once over while she runs her teeth over her bottom lip.

He groans, shuffling further away from her as Johnson backs around to leave.

“We’re getting Ed from the Royal Hotel, right?”

I nod in reply to Johnson’s question. “Yeah. He got a lift that far with his old man.”

The trip into Arcadia takes twelve minutes, the pub on the opposite side of town from the school. Twelve minutes and twelve opportunities to consider throwing Amber out of the moving vehicle. She chatters non-stop about bullshit none of us cares about—mostly what her fucking targets at the school have been up to.

I swear if I ever found myself in her bedroom, there’d be an indexed file where she keeps track of her test subjects. I have to give the girl credit. She likes to be creative in her harassment; nobody gets the same punishment twice.

To Beau’s frustration, she shuffles across the seat to let Ed in, squashing herself between the two guys. 

“Roadies!” Ed exclaims, revealing a six-pack of beer hidden under his jacket. He tosses the redundant clothing at his feet, and then promptly doles out a drink to each of the occupants. All except Johnson. “You get one when we arrive, brother.”

“You pick me up a straw?” Johnson asks with a lift of his eyebrow.

A slim black tube appears between the seats. “Ta-da!”

“Good man.” He takes the straw from Ed and sets it on the lip of the instrument panel. 

The ride to town passes quickly, thanks to the beer-assisted good mood that builds between us all—Amber included. I can’t remember the last time I went out with the guys with the sole intent of causing trouble. Once Mum needed me more, any behaviour that risked taking me away from her dropped off. 

Now I have a reason to get back on the fucking horse: Lacey.

I find myself wondering what she’s doing as the suburban lights of Riverbourne grow closer and brighter. How is she spending her nights alone? What does she think about me?

Does she think I’ve forgotten about her? I fucking hope not. 

“You ready, boys?” Johnson calls, breaking me from my thoughts.

I glance out the windscreen and wonder when the fuck we managed to skip across town and into the city outskirts? Was I lost in my head that long?

“How do you plan to do this?” Amber asks, leaning forward to take in the strategically lit stone and iron fence. 

“You expect us to have a plan?” Ed scoffs. “We’re not like you girls: we don’t sit around and braid each other’s hair while we talk about it.”

She smacks him in the chest with the back of her hand. “You boys are useless. What are you going to do then? Just stride on in and hope for the best?”

“Pretty much,” Beau says.

“Ugh.”

“What would your plan be, Amber?” I ask, frustrated with her waiting until we’re right outside the fucking gate to bring this up.

“Your main target is Colt, right?”

I nod. 

“How will you isolate him?”

Johnson spins around. “Why do we need to do that?”

“You want him to admit what he did, right?” She glances between us. 

I nod again, starting to think she might know what she’s on about. 

“Well, then, you’ll need to get him alone. If he’s with his buddies, then they’ll be able to defend him, and he’ll have a distraction from what you want to talk about.”

“She has a point,” Johnson cedes. “How do we do it, though? He knows who we all are.”

She flicks the ends of her hair, ducking to check her reflection in the rearview. “Give me a ten-minute head start.”

“And then what?” I drone. 

“And then you cowboys can ride in save the damsel in distress.” Her laugh is far from humorous.

The girl is downright evil.

Bringing her along might not have been a bad idea, after all.
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LACEY

“You really should have worn my Trelise Cooper dress, but I suppose this will do.”

Mum picks at last season’s design, the silky panels no longer to her liking. I jerk away from her fussing, wrapping my cream wool coat closer around myself. A bitter easterly whips at my exposed face and hands, the last touch of winter brutal as it is pretty. 

“How much longer do we have to wait out here?” 

She didn’t tell me who we’re having dinner with, just that it was important we arrived early. 

“They shouldn’t be much longer.” She checks her smartwatch for the thousandth time, then eyeing the street.

McKinley and Fox are a sought after dining establishment. The sort you need to book a month in advance. It makes me wonder who these people are? Not only has Mum put on her most expensive dress, but she must have known we’d be here back when we were living in Arcadia to have made the booking far enough in advance.

“Here we go.” She steps toward the gutter with a giant smile, a delicate hand poised high in the air to greet the occupants of the silver town car.

Standing alone, I can’t shake the anger that bubbles deep within. Colt didn’t have to come. Colt could go out with friends, but since I’m grounded and cut off, Mum had to bring me too.

I can’t be trusted to stay home alone.

My jaw almost hits the pavement when the rear door opens, and my Poppa extends a long suit-clad leg out into the night. He reaches behind himself and offers a hand to my Nonna. I haven’t seen them in years, but they haven’t changed a bit.

My Nonna is the epitome of effortless class. She reminds me of Grace Kelly, with a natural beauty that requires little to dress it up.

“Darling,” she greets Mum, kissing each cheek while Poppa stands back, proud. 

Nonna’s gaze lifts to me, her smile widening to look more natural. “Lacey! You have grown, haven’t you, sweetheart?”

“Just a little, Nonna.” I grasp her elbows, as she does to me, and place a kiss to her cheek. 

“Isn’t she stunning, Alfie?”

Poppa gives Mum a doting tap under the chin and then steps forward to join his wife. “Reminds me a lot of her mother at this age.”

I would have felt better if he’d said I remind him of a damn trout. My smile fades, and I wait patiently for the adults to take the lead.

“Let’s be seated,” Nonna exclaims, leading our group toward the restaurant doors. “I’m positively starved.”

“Nice surprise?” Mum whispers on her way past.

I choose not to answer, instead, falling into step behind her. While it’s great to see my grandparents, I can’t help but ask why they’re here now? Suspiciously reappearing after Mum left Dad. 

I’ll reserve my opinion until after we’ve eaten, thank you.

My face still smarts a little where Mum slapped me, the sudden change from cold to warm air indoors highlighting the tender flesh. Fingers crossed, I applied enough makeup to hide any sudden rosiness, and it merely looks as though I’m chilled—which I am. 

“Booking for Fairchild,” Poppa tells the Maître d’.

Fairchild? If the table is booked under their name, then Nonna and Poppa phoned for it. They knew too. 

“Right this way.” The crisply dressed man with beautifully styled thick black hair sweeps between tables to lead us to our reserved seats. 

He steps back, one hand resting gently over the other forearm, and waits for us to get settled. 

“A bottle of Beaujolais Nouveau,” Poppa orders, “and a sparkling grape for my granddaughter.”

The Maître ‘d nods, leaving to relay the order to his staff. I lift the menu, the names of the different dishes familiar in an unbidden way. I’m sure there are plenty of things you’ll never find in Arcadia, but I can guarantee that Moroccan quail with rose-petal sauce and cucumber relish is one of them.

“It’s so lovely to see you looking well,” Nonna dotes over Mum. “I see living in the country didn’t damage your figure.”

I internally roll my eyes.

“Thank you, Mum,” Alicia gushes. “You’ve been looking after yourself, also.” She reaches across the table to take one of Nonna’s hands in hers. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“Me too, darling. Me too.”

Somebody bring me a bucket.

“And what about you, Lacey?” Poppa asks, setting his menu down. “How are you settling in being back at home.”

“First,” I say with the sweetest smile I can muster, “the Mayberry’s house is not what I would call home.” The three adults look nervously between one another. “And secondly, the fact I’m in therapy pretty much sums up how swell it is to be back at Riverbourne Prep.”

“Therapy?” Nonna repeats as though disgusted by the thought. “Alicia?”

“It’s nothing serious,” she dismisses, fussing with the starched white napkin in her lap. “A few teething problems.” Her foot collides with my calf under the table.

I kick her back. “I get bullied every day at school.”

“No,” Poppa breathes. “Why?” He seems genuinely shocked.

“What’s everyone going to have?” Mum asks loudly.

“No.” Poppa holds up his hand without looking away from me. “I want to hear Lacey’s answer.”

“They don’t like that I moved on and made friends with…” I pause for dramatic effect before whispering, “common-folk.”

Nonna scowls. Poppa frowns.

“I think I’ll have the duck tonight,” Nonna announces, peering down her nose at the menu. 

“I’ll take the confit cod with egg yolk and saffron,” Mum states.

Poppa nods, and then patiently watches me. “The poached lobster,” I mumble.

I end up nursing my grape juice while the trio discusses people I don’t know from Mum’s hometown, and the current political climate. It’s only when they hinge onto plans for the upcoming summer that I set my drink aside and take a stab at the meal served a good ten minutes ago.

“How much longer do you plan to stay at the Mayberry house?” Nonna asks with one eyebrow lifted perilously high.

Alicia thoughtfully chews her mouthful and swallows before answering. “I don’t think we’d be welcome for any more than another month.”

“Is Derek suggesting you move already?” Poppa asks.

I watch my grandfather from beneath my lashes, wondering if he knows. 

“No, but his wife has made a few gentle comments that allude to her wanting to use the second house over Christmas.”

“That’s three months away,” Nonna scoffs. “She has plenty of time to prepare any functions she may have planned.”

“I don’t like to overstay my welcome,” Mum adds, circling her fork amongst her finely shredded salad. “But until we finalise the divorce, I can’t very well make plans around finances, can I?”

The most ungainly expulsion of air honks out my nose. It was that, or spit my meal over the table.

“It pays to chew it,” Poppa teases.

I nod, taking a healthy swig of grape juice to wash the food down. I can’t believe the gall of my mother.

“You needn’t worry,” Nonna assures Alicia. “Your father and I had a wee surprise anyway.”

Or my grandparents, for that matter. They swindle and manipulate each other, showing their twisted style of love as freely as most normal families choose to hug. 

Poppa sets a set of brass keys on the table. My mother’s eyes near bug out of her head. 

“We decided to gift you our city house.” He looks dotingly at Nonna. “Katherine and I enjoy the acreage far too much these days. We don’t tolerate the hustle and bustle of the city like we used to.”

“Daddy,” Alicia croons. “Are you sure?”

If they keep this up, I’m going to need a bathroom break. 

“We’re certain. Our little girl wants to take charge of the direction of her life, well then we can surely help with her independence.”

“Some independence,” I mutter into my lobster.

“Pardon?” Mum twists in her seat. 

“Nothing.”

“No.” She gently sets her fork down. “If you have something to add, I’d love for you to share it with the table.”

The three of them study me. “I said.” I pause to clear my throat. “Some independence. If you want to stand on your own two feet, Mum, then I don’t see how Nonna and Poppa giving you a house helps with that.”

“Lacey,” Nonna says in her condescending I’m-trying-hard-not-to-lose-my-temper tone. “We aren’t gifting the house to save your mother hard work. We’re gifting it so that our lovely grandchildren have stability in their lives. This past year has been difficult, has it not?”

I choose to stare at her and admit nothing. 

“Don’t you think house-hopping would only add to that stress?”

“I intend to support our family,” Mum adds, clearly feeling she needs to redeem herself. “I haven’t told you or Colt yet, but I’ll be finishing my studies to become a qualified interior designer.”

“And we couldn’t be more happy with your dedicated decision,” Poppa commends. 

This whole situation is bollocks. My mother? The main income earner? Yeah, right. 

“I’m not hungry anymore. Thank you for the meal.” I slide my plate toward the centre of the table an inch. 

“Nonsense. You’ve barely touched it,” Nonna scolds.

“I know. But my appetite has left for some sudden reason.”

Mum scowls on my left, Nonna lifting her chin in disapproval diagonally across from me. I look straight ahead and connect with Poppa. 

“Sometimes it’s best if we do what we know is right, even if we don’t feel comfortable with the decision.” He pauses, letting that nugget of wisdom sink in before adding, “Eat your meal, Lacey.”

I’d agree with him, except I fail to find what is right in this situation. 

Mum divorcing Dad? Nope.

Forcing me to attend a school where I’m harassed constantly? Nope.

Handing my mother what she needs on a silver platter? No way.

And taking all freedom of choice from a young girl so you can force her to do what is right for you?

Hell no. Not ever.
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GREER

“Fantastic.” Libby takes the glass of champagne from my hand and promptly returns to her conversation.

The change was slight at first—neither Ingrid or I picked up on it—but after Lacey left, it was as though Libby had finally got the green light.

She thinks she’s better than us. Than all of us. I feel less like her peer, and more like a servant to the Queen. 

I move away from her captive circle and stop by the drinks buffet. The low, thin mirrored backboard reflects the party behind me, and I indulge after pouring myself a scotch. Still perfect. Appearances are such vanity, but when it’s all I have left securing my spot in the Chosen, I need to remain at the top of my game. 

I’ve seen how the general populous treat Lacey now that she’s fair game and, call me selfish, but I don’t want to suffer the same fate. Speaking of which… Colt catches my eye, weaving through the people in my periphery as he makes a hasty exit from the room.

“Colt.”

He doesn’t slow, although I’m sure he would have heard me. 

“Colt. Wait.”

He hesitates, turning slightly, but he doesn’t look at me. No, he checks over my shoulder first. “Greer. Hi.”

“Where are you going?”

“I need fresh air.” He tugs at his loose collar. “It’s hot in here, don’t you think?”

Warm maybe, but hot no. “I’ll join you.”

He nods once and then leads us through a tight group in the kitchen to the sprawling back deck. I lag when we hit the steps down to the lawn; the height of my heels mean that I need to go slow to ensure I don’t roll an ankle—or lose my drink.

“Are you alright?” Colt offers a hand.

I graciously take it and step down onto the soft grass. “Thank you.”

He smiles briefly and then resumes a hasty pace toward the rose-draped pergola. 

“What’s the rush?”

“Nothing.” He takes the steps into the octagonal structure two at a time and opts to stand with his hands in his pockets, surveying the party from a distance.

I step up to his level and turn to seek out what it is he’s concerned with, but all I can see are our friends having a good time at Christian’s expense. 

“I wanted to ask you about Lacey.” I turn back to Colt and notice for the first time how dishevelled is usually clean-cut self is.

“What about her?” His typically well-kept hair lies haphazardly over his forehead, partially in his eyes. His shirt unbuttoned roughly at the collar, the lapels uneven on his shoulders. 

I reach out and fix them up. “I don’t get to see Lacey much at school, and, well, I worry about her.”

Ice-cold eyes whip to my face. “Perhaps you should make more of an effort to find her, then?”

“You know it’s not that simple,” I whisper, my hand dropping from his collarbone.

He sighs, closing his eyes briefly before resuming his intense scrutiny of the party. “Lacey’s doing better than she thinks.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means, she’s miserable, but this isolation will change her for the better.”

“I don’t—I don’t understand.” I set my tumbler down on the pergola’s rail and try again to find what or who he watches. 

“She’s tough,” Colt explains. “But Libby already knows that.”

“Yes. She does.”

He stiffens, much like a guard dog on alert.

“What is it?” I swing my gaze back to the outskirts of the crowd and finally spot the problem.

Where the hell did she come from? 

The girls at this party wear silk and satin, sometimes a little leather. This one, though. She marches across the lawn in denim and torn cotton, her wild white hair bobbing on the backs of her shoulders as she walks. 

“Who on earth is that?” I whisper.

“Trouble,” Colt growls. He lifts his chin, arms folded across himself as the girl approaches.  “What do you want?”

“That’s no way to greet a friend,” she taunts, reaching the pergola steps.

I feel penned in. Trapped. 

“You aren’t a friend, Amber. How the fuck did you get on the property?”

“Amazing what you can achieve with a little charm.” She rises to our level, batting her eyelashes.

“Charm?” Colt scoffs. “As if you could find that within you.”

The wild girl steps close to him, hitching one knee so that her thigh brushes his, and runs a lazy fingertip down his throat. I have no idea what she whispers when she leans in close, but the words have the desired effect: Colt stands frozen to the spot, confliction rampant on his face as though he tries to fight the urge to agree.

“See?” Amber quips, taking a step back. “I got skills you never knew of.”

“You sure do,” he mumbles.

“I’m sorry,” I interject, done with this gate crasher. “What business do you have here?”

She flicks her crisp blue eyes toward me. “I’m sorry, but who the fuck are you?”

“Somebody who belongs here, unlike you.”

The girl laughs. “Bullshit, sistah. I’ve got as much right to leech from this pretentious arsehole as any of you.” She glances behind her. “Where is the host, anyway?”

Probably upstairs getting laid. 

“Spit it out, Amber,” Colt snaps, seemingly out of his stupor. “What are you here for?”

“I need you to do something for me.” She grins. “All of us, really.”

“Like what?”

Amber glances toward me. “Does Polly Pocket here know what you did last summer?”

Colt’s silence answers for him. The girl has me curious now—which I’m sure was her intention. Where does she come from? What is this to do with?

“First,” Amber jovially says as she whips beside me to clutch my arm. “Be a doll and point out where Richard is for me.”

“I don’t know.” He disappeared about the same time as Christian. Probably for the same reason.

“Ugh.” Amber discards me with a firm shove.

I get the feeling this is a girl you don’t mess with if you value your extensions. 

“Sit down, Colt.” She shunts two fingers into his shoulder. “You too, missy.”

“Since when do you tell me what to do?” Colt asks on both of our behalfs.

Amber pauses, her phone now in hand, and frowns. “Since when do I have to fucking repeat myself?”

He hesitates, but with a twist of his lips and a deep frown, Colt sits on the bench seat lining the pergola. Wow. If she can boss him around, then my best guess is I sit my arse down too.

“What is going on?” I whisper once positioned beside Colt.

He leans a little toward me, arms still folded across his chest. “Just run with it, okay?”

Amber returns her focus to the two of us. All three of us sit or stand in silence. The hum of music and occasional cheer of the party behind her all there is between our trio. 

Perhaps I’ve got this wrong, but isn’t she supposed to do something here? Why does she look as though she waits on us?

A solid minute passes before I figure out where this crazy girl came from: Arcadia. 

The three strapping guys striding across the lawn as though they own the place kindly gave that away. 

“Colt?”

“Sit tight, Greer. They’re harmless. Their bark is worse than their bite.”

A tall, tanned, blond guy leads the trio into the pergola, a stockier brown-haired boy to his left, and an attractive guy with raven-black hair that obscures one eye on his right. My ogling of the third guy is brought to an abrupt halt by the leader of the group. The tall blond lifts Colt to his feet by the front of his shirt.

A scuffle ensues between them, Colt trying to break free as I dart to the right to avoid being caught up in the mess. My heel snags in the hem of my dress, and I tumble onto my hip, my hand breaking my fall. 

The drop-dead gorgeous guy reaches down, takes my hand, and tugs me to my feet.

Just in time to hear the crack of the stocky fellow’s fist connecting with Colt’s face. 

“You fucking dog,” he snarls. “You’re lucky I didn’t know the truth about you sooner.”

The truth about what? An urge rises to yell for help, to gain the attention of the oblivious party in the background, but at the same time, I want to know what the hell they all discuss.

What do they think Colt has done?

“Get your filthy hands off me,” Colt growls, blood pooling on his lip.

“Two options, arsehole,” the tall blond states. “One—you keep playing dumb, and we grind your fucking face into the ground. Or two—you can go in there and tell your mate what you did with his girlfriend.”

Colt seems confused. “Arthur?”

The blond frowns. “Who? No, you fucking tool. Richard. Who the fuck is Arthur?”

“Libby’s boyfriend,” I blurt.

The trio turns their attention toward me. 

“Who are you?” the stocky guy with the bruised fist asks.

“Greer.” And she’d like to leave now. 

A complete transformation occurs on the blond’s face. He morphs from tall and threatening, to charming and kind. “Lace told me about you.”

No doubt. “That’s great, really, but mind telling me what this is all about?”

Amber leans back from her lookout post at the top of the steps. “Your doucheknuckle mate over there, Colt, thought it would be super fun to take advantage of our friend when she was drunk. I don’t know what you call it in the city here, but where I’m from that’s classed as rape.”

“Hey,” Colt says, hands raised. “Take it easy on the accusations.”

“What else do you call it?” the stocky guy asks.

“She was willing,” he argues. “From what I remember, she enjoyed it, too.”

Colt’s stupid remark earns him another crack from the guy’s fist. He reels back, hand to his face, and seemingly thinks better of retaliation.

Good. Because right now, Lacey’s brother is outnumbered. His skinny arse versus three country boys who look as though they eat steak for breakfast. 

“We’ve got company,” Amber warns.

I lean to my right to see who approaches—the host himself: Christian.

“What’s it going to be?” the blond guy asks.

Colt eyes the three of them; his nostrils flare when he settles on Amber. “So, you heard a few stories, huh? Why the hell should I confess to something I’m not admitting guilt to?”

“Because you love your sister,” the dreamboat answers in a husky, deep voice.

He could steal me away any day. Wow. And Lacey went to school with these guys? No wonder she didn’t want to leave.

“I don’t have to do shit for her,” Colt grumbles.

“You’d rather just leave her to suffer for your sins, right?” tall, blond, and angry snaps. “How the fuck do you sleep at night knowing that her life is made hell because you’re too much of a coward to admit what you did?”

“Get the fuck off my property!” Christian hollers from the base of the steps.

Amber moves forward to block him.

“Like you’re going to stop me, girly.”

Mr stocky-fists smirks. “I wouldn’t try her, mate. She’ll drop you like the sack of shit you are.”

“If you don’t leave now,” Christian continues, “I’ll call the police.”

“And be done for underage drinking and illegal supply?” Amber scoffs. “Sure. Whatever.”

They have him there. I move back a little further, sensing this could spill over if the boys decide to get into it. If it weren’t for the ankle-length gown I have on, I’d consider shucking my shoes and being ready to dive over the rail.

The tension hangs that thick.

“Speak, mutt,” fisty taunts, prodding Colt. “Tell your pal there how you fucked over Richard.”

“Richard?” Christian cocks his head. “Is this to do with that hayride queen, what’s her name…?”

“Mandy,” I mumble, finally piecing things together. “She’s the friend of theirs you assaulted?” I ask Colt.

I remember her. She only came to Riverbourne a handful of times, but I remember thinking how gorgeous she was. 

“I didn’t fucking do shit,” he growls.

“Assaulted?” Christian repeats.

“Yeah,” Colt says, clearly exasperated. “They think I had sex with her when she was drunk.”

“When?”

“At the charity ride after-party, am I right?” Colt glances to each of the boys.

“Yeah,” the blond answers. 

Christian pales. “What did you do, Colt?”

“Not what they’re saying.”

“Because I seem to remember you telling me that night how you bagged some whore, too cut to keep her legs closed.”

I swear, one more word and that stocky little guy will damn near kill Colt. He looks ready to snap.

“I exaggerated,” Colt protests weakly. “Come on, boys. We all do it; spin a tall tale to sound better to our mates.”

“Not about sick shit like that,” handsome states.

Every time he talks, I want to steal him away somewhere quiet for the rest of the night.

“Does Lacey know you’re all here?” I ask.

Blond shakes his head. “Can’t get in touch with her after her mum took away her phone and internet access.”

“Really?” I had no idea.

I knew she’d been quiet, but I didn’t think…

“She was grounded after she snuck out to see this fucker last weekend.” Colt gestures to the blond.

Hell—I’d sneak out to see him, too. 

I turn to the model-like guy beside me, swooning all over again at how ridiculously handsome he is in a rugged bad boy way, and figure he’ll be the best one to ask. “Can I get a lift somewhere?”

He frowns. “Where?”

“Take me to see Lacey.”

I’d ask one of my friends, but as it turns out, you really can’t trust anyone these days—especially those closest to you. 
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LACEY

Spending the night in Christian’s second bedroom is a whole of a lot more bearable now that I know the days are numbered. I don’t feel comfortable with us taking Nonna and Poppa’s house from them, but I won’t miss feeling indebted to the spoilt jerk either.

If the remainder of dinner wasn’t tense enough, then the ride home brought being on tenterhooks to a whole new level. Mum never spoke a word to me, choosing not to open her mouth until we were seconds away from going our separate ways for bed.

Not only am I ungrateful for the station she has given me in life (her words) but she also hopes that one day I will get past my juvenile beliefs and understand the sacrifices she has made for us children (again, her words).

Every choice she made has been for her benefit, not ours. I don’t understand how she still convinces herself that she’s doing either Colt or me a favour.

We’re worse off now than we were when we left Riverbourne. 

I settle back in bed, showered and feeling somewhat more myself now that I can relax in my satin twin set. Fingers draped on the edge of my current novel, I stare at the colourful cover and then withdraw my hand. I don’t even have it in me to read, after tonight’s show at dinner.

With no phone, no MacBook, no connection to the outside world other than what’s on the big screen TV in the media room, I’m stuck for what to do.

I don’t feel like sleeping, either. It’s all I seem to do nowadays. Sleep, eat, school, repeat. What else is there?

Flat on my back, hands clasped over my stomach, I end up doing what I always do to kill time before I finally fall asleep: close my eyes and take myself back to the forest with Tuck.

If I try hard enough, I can pick up the scent of the pine needles, the prickle of their tips against my bare flesh, and the warmth of his body as he held me close.

Goddamn—I swear I can smell his earthy, musky scent now. 

“Hey, baby.”

My eyes fly open, and my lips part to squeal; a firm, familiar hand stifles the sound.

“Ssh. It’s just me,” Tuck whispers.

He gently pulls his hand away. “How the hell did you get in?” I whisper yell, eyes darting for the door.

He circumvents the bed to the farthest side and slides on beside me. “Very quietly, and very slowly.”

“What are you doing here?” I can’t help it—I cry, damn it. 

“Hey.” His smile soothes my soul. “Is that how you greet someone you’re happy to see?”

“I’m too happy,” I blub-whisper. 

He jerks me close, burying my head against his warm chest. I’ve missed the feel of his strong arms keeping me captive so damn much. 

“Fuck, it feels good to touch you again,” he murmurs against my head. His warm breath tickles my scalp, his arms banding tighter.

“Don’t stop,” I beg shamelessly. “I don’t want you to go again.”

“I won’t.” He guides me back a little, tilting my face up to his. “Not for a while.”

Tuck’s kiss is all I need. The skim of his lips over mine, the gentle way he teases me to take our contact deeper, tasting me, devouring me, feeding on me as though he needs my affection to fill a void that grows larger every day we’re apart.

I get that. I feel it too.

Breathless, I push into him, seeking contact at every point of my body. His leg drapes over mine, holding me close. I cradle his thick neck; my thumbs tucked beneath his strong jaw. I love feeling those muscles at work, how they push and pull as he kisses me, the vibrations in his throat when he grumbles in pleasure. 

“We need to stop,” he pants, pressing his forehead to mine.

I run my fingers through his mussed up hair, strangely missing his hat. “Why? Mum is way down the other end of the house. I’ll shut the door.”

“No.” He groans. “As tempting as that is, we’ve got somewhere else we need to be.”

I pull free and sit up, weight propped on the heel of one hand. 

“Johnson, Ed, and Beau are at Christian’s party.” He winces. “With Amber.”

“What?” I shift until I sit cross-legged, facing him. “Why?”

“Your brother is confessing the truth to Richard. Or so we hope.”

I need to get over there. “The truth about what? Mandy? I thought he knew?” I slide off the bed, seeking out clothes.

Tuck sits, watching me as I move around the room. “Not all of it.” He looks away when I pull a clean bra and panties from the drawer.

“Colt hooked up with Mandy, and she broke it off with Richard, right? What else is there?”

“It’s not that straight-forward.”

I hook my bra around my waist and wrestle it on beneath my pyjama top. Tuck swallows hard. 

“I’d rather you heard it from your brother, okay?”

“You’re starting to worry me.”

He completely twists away. “I can tell. You’re changing without realising what you’re doing.”

I glance down and realise I have my panties halfway up my legs, sans pyjama shorts. I just gave Tuck the full deal without a second thought. “Oh, my God.”

“Seriously, Lace. Get dressed before I make us late.”

The guttural tone to his plea does unbidden things low in my belly. “Give me a second.”

I dash to the closet and jerk a pair of jeans free. Mere seconds later, I have them on, buttoned, a loose jersey over my satin pyjama tank, and boots in hand. 

“Ready.”

Tuck turns to face me and draws a deep breath.

“What?” I adjust the jersey, which keeps slipping off one shoulder.

“I thought seeing you dressed would be better.”

“But?” I tease.

He bites his bottom lip—hard. “It’s worse. Fuck I’ve missed you.”

One more word and I’ll have to take him up on his offer to be late. “Let’s go.”

I lead him down the hallway, treading lightly in my bare feet. He takes tentative steps also to stop his boots from making too much noise. Mum’s end of the house remains mostly quiet, just the faint hum of a movie playing in the master suite all that is heard. 

After what feels like an hour, we make it out the door and across the lawn. I feel as though we’re far enough away, so stop to slide my boots on, using Tuck to balance me.

“What do you think she’ll do if she finds you’re gone again?”

“I honestly don’t think there is much else she could do, which is why I’m going. Besides, it sounds as though Colt is about to get his arse kicked—I think the occasion calls for disobedience.”

“Why weren’t you like this when you first showed up at Arcadia, huh?” Tuck sets both hands on my waist to balance me while I wrestle the second boot on.

“Like what?”

“Fiery. Stubborn. Cute as hell.”

“Maybe because then I would have had all the boys after me, not just you.” I tease.

“Damn straight.” He literally sweeps me off my feet, lifting me against himself.

I wrap my legs around Tuck’s hips, pressing my chest tight into his while I kiss him. I could do this all night and still be satisfied. Who am I kidding? I’m desperate for him to repeat what he did in the woods.

“We deal with your brother,” Tuck rumbles, “and then you and I are having alone time before I bring you back here.”

“Deal.”
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TUCK

This has got to work. 

I went past the point of caring what happens to Colt when he flat out looked us in the eye and lied about what he did to Mandy. 

“Tuck.” Lacey tugs on my hand as we hustle toward the front of Christian’s house. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“It’s the best I’ve got.” And when it’s the only plan I have to get Lacey back to Arcadia, then I’d be a fucking idiot if I didn’t try. 

Preppy jerks in tailored knit sweaters and superficial girls with more spare parts glued to their face than a rundown farm hack give us a filthy look when I drag Lacey inside behind me. I got a message from Beau to say they were still out the back, but things had gone south since Ed found Richard and took him outside to hear what Colt had to say. Considering there can’t be more than a handful of people inside this hotel-sized house, and a roar drifts in from the back yard, I think he might have played down the severity somewhat.

“What the hell is going on?” Lacey lets go of my hand, overtaking as we cross the yard.

A group of expensively dressed girls in flowing gowns, mixed with boys who look as though they raided their dad’s closet, obstruct our view. I elbow my way in, making space for Lacey to huddle in front of me. Using my body as a shield, I bulldoze her through to the front lines.

Aw, shit. Richard sits on top of Colt, absolutely pummelling the guy’s face. One look at Johnson’s heaving chest and bloodied knuckles, and I know what he’s just finished too.

“What are you doing?” Lacey shrieks, rushing in to intervene.

Christian watches with one elbow cupped in his other hand, fingers tapping his chin. He catches my eye and gives a slight shrug as though there’s nothing else he could do. 

“Get off him.” Lacey sinks her hands into Richard’s shoulders, tearing at the back of his polo shirt to get him to move.

“Enough,” I shout. “Quit it, bro.”

Rich boy shrugs Lacey off, leaving her bloodied and panting brother flat on the ground. The guy will look a right mess come the morning. 

“What the fuck did I miss?”

“Which part do you want?” Christian teases. “The bit where Colt incriminated himself? Or the bit where he dug the hole deeper?”

“Jesus Christ,” I mutter, leaning down to help Colt up. “You’re fucking animals.”

We were supposed to come here to settle things and call a truce, not start a goddamn riot. 

“He had it coming,” Johnson protests, a split lip already beginning to swell. “Fucker comes out to our turf and hurts one of our own? What else are we supposed to do?”

“Handle it properly,” I holler. “Fuck knows I want to smash his smug face in too, but do you really think this is going to solve anything?”

“Makes me feel better,” Richard mutters.

I notice Amber hovering at the edge of the crowd, an amused grin twisting her thin lips. Drawing my gaze from her toward Johnson, the suspicion sets in. These arseholes had no intention of coming in here to finish things the right way; they planned to inflict pain on Colt all along.

What the jerk did was wrong—so wrong—but violence never fixed anything.

I learned that a long time ago.

“I think it’s time for you to take your rapist brother and leave, Lacey.” A thin, blonde girl steps forward from the crowd. The soft waves in her hair and lightly applied makeup give her an easy-going appearance, but one look in her cold and calculating eyes and I have this girl figured out.

“Lay off, Libby.” Knew it. The girl from the pergola earlier draws everyone’s attention her way. 

“Excuse me?” The elegant blonde shifts her focus toward the meeker brunette.

“You heard me.” The girl crosses through the fray to stand beside Lacey. “Maybe nobody else here has the gall to stand up to you, but I’m drawing inspiration from Lace and speaking on their behalf. We’re sick of your shit, Libby. Sick of you thinking it’s your job to tell us all what to do.”

The slight girl lifts a pale eyebrow. “Is that so?” She appears to feed off the energy of the captive crowd. “Consider yourself unwelcome at my table, Greer.”

“Wouldn’t want to eat there anyway.” The brave girl lifts her chin. 

Lacey looks at her with sheer gratitude and loops her arm through Greer’s. A distinct line has been drawn out here on this perfectly kept lawn, and the longer this confrontation goes on, the clearer it becomes who stands on what side—literally. 

Colt staggers to stand beside his beautiful sister, Lacey at the head of the breakaway group. I take my place behind her and loop my arms over her shoulders. Whatever she decides, I’ll back her—one hundred per cent. 

“You’re delusional,” Christian states, striding toward us. “You think you can just walk our halls, breathe our air,” he leers. “Do you think that there won’t be consequences for this?”

“For what?” Lacey asks. “Making everyone admit the truth?” She shakes against me, the adrenaline coursing through her. 

“You know what he did, don’t you?” Christian gestures to Colt. “I mean, I’m guessing that you don’t. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have him stand there beside you.” He turns to address the crowd, searching for a reaction. “He forced himself on a poor, helpless drunk girl. Couldn’t get his end away with any rational thinking girl, so took it from one who was in no position to protest.”

I don’t need to look at Colt to know his reaction; I hear him swallow over the murmurs of the crowd. 

“This is where we’re different, Christian,” Lacey responds, her voice barely able to stay level and calm. “Whatever Colt has done, we’ll see to it he makes amends, pays his dues. But when all is said and done, he’s my brother. I love him, I forgive him, and I won’t abandon him when he needs my help the most.”

“You’re fucked up,” Christian jibes, turning away.

Amber seems content to pick up where he left off. “You’d rather support a rapist, over the girl he assaulted?”

“I didn’t say that,” Lacey points out. “I said I’d support him while he serves his time, rehabilitates.”

“And what about Mandy, huh?”

“What about her? She’s not here to speak for herself, so I’d rather discuss it with her—in private.”

Interestingly, Richard is the one to set a hand on Amber’s shoulder. “Leave it. I spoke with Mandy already.”

His comment, meant to soothe, only angers her further. “She spoke to you, and not me?” Amber tosses her hands in the air with a dramatic huff. “What the fuck is happening to the world?”

“Come on,” Lacey murmurs to me. “Let’s go. Colt?”

He glances to his sister, and then to the group of rich shits. Surely not. “I left my jacket inside. I’ll meet you out front.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“No.” He waves Lacey off. “Go with Tuck. I’ll see you in a minute.” He strides away, cutting an easy path through the crowd considering they part as though he has leprosy. 

Libby marches off with a huff, a tall redhead in hot pursuit. I cast my eye across the clearing toward Christian and Richard, unsure if they’re finished or if we need to watch Colt’s back anyway.

Christian calmly crosses to an icebox on the outskirts of the thinning crowd and pulls two expensive European beers free. He hands one to Richard, and the other to Johnson. “Ice your hands while you have a well-deserved beverage, boys.”

Richard takes a seat on the steps of the pergola, Johnson unsure where to stand.

It pisses me off that he hovers between his shit-stirring sister and us. I don’t care what he says; that girl is way more than a convenient fuck-buddy for him. She’s got a hold on the guy that no one can match—not even his old man. 

“You want to come with us?” I ask Greer.

She glances to me, and then Lacey. “If that’s okay? I’d love a ride home.”

“We can do that.”

“Hang on a minute.” Johnson finally crosses the line. “Whose truck is it?”

“Yours, douche. I know.”

“She wants to come with us; she has to ask me.”

Greer settles a less than impressed glare on the jerk. Him and I? We’re having words later, and I can’t guarantee they won’t finish up like the ones he had with Colt. 

“I’ll get an Uber then.”

“So you should, bitch,” Amber snaps. “And if you lovebirds think we’re giving the rapist a ride, you can check yourselves.”

“I’m with her on that,” Johnson agrees with a jerk of his head toward Amber. “He isn’t getting in my truck.”

“Fine,” I declare, stepping away from Lacey. “Fuck you all. Lace and I will find another way.”

“Arcadia is a long way to get an Uber, man.”

Beau steps out of the shadows. I didn’t even see the quiet bugger hidden away over there. “Take your sister, girlfriend, whatever the fuck she is, home, Johnson. I’m sure between the five of us we can figure it out.”

“Six,” Ed adds, emerging from the thinning crowd.

“Really?” Johnson frowns at me. “This is how it’s going to be, Tuck?”

“For now. Yeah.” I step closer, inches separating us. “Nobody is in the right frame of mind to make decisions tonight. We’ll talk tomorrow when we have clear heads.”

“We’ve been friends for twelve years, mate.” He glances around me at Lacey. “You remember that.”

I take his free hand and clasp it in mine between our chests. “I haven’t forgotten. But you’ve got yours to take care of, and I have mine. We good?”

“Yeah.” He bumps a shoulder into me before letting go. “We’re good.”

“Talk in the morning then.”

He nods, taking a step back. I turn and gesture for our ragtag bunch to get moving. “Thanks for the hospitality, Christian.”

The princely looking fucker lifts his chin in amicable acknowledgement. At least we seem to have a truce with one of them. 

“You ready to go, baby?” I tuck Lacey to my side; arm slung around her shoulders.

“I just want today to be over,” she murmurs. “Were they telling the truth about Colt?”

“That’s for him to tell you.”

She heaves a sigh and then reaches for her friend. “Come on, Greer.” The girls link hands. “We’ve got a lot to catch up on.”
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LACEY

“We only need to get an Uber to my place,” Greer explains while we all huddle on the side of the road waiting for Colt. “I’ll loan you my car so you guys can get home.”

“I don’t want to put you out,” Tuck argues. “We can call up a favour.”

“Yeah.” Beau gives her a soft smile. “I’ll call my brother and get his lazy arse out of bed.”

“You have a brother?” I ask. “Does he go to Arcadia High?”

He shakes his head, dark eyes unsettling. “He’s older.”

No wonder I had no idea. For some screwed up reason I just assumed Beau was an only child. “Hey. Where’s Maggie tonight?”

“It was supposed to be a boys mission, no girls allowed,” Ed grumbles. “But Johnson brought Amber along anyway.”

“You think she wanted to come along to wind him up?”

“Maybe.” Tuck stares off at the darkened house across the street. “I’ll get to the bottom of that tomorrow.”

“How long have we been waiting?” I pat Tuck’s pockets, looking for his phone to check the time.

Greer beats me to it with hers. “I don’t know exactly when we got out here, but I’m sure he’s been at least ten minutes after that.”

“How long does it take to get your coat?” I check the property for signs of my brother. Worry settles a thick blanket over the base of my gut. “I’m going in to get him.”

“Not alone, you aren’t.” Tuck reaches out and stops me with a hand to my upper arm.

“I’ll go with her,” Greer offers. “I’m probably the least antagonising for the jerks in there.”

“Fine,” Tuck cedes. “But if you take too long as well, I’ll be next.”

“We’ll be in and out in five,” I promise. “He’s probably having trouble finding his coat under the mountain of jackets they’ll have stashed out of sight.” Pressing up on my toes, I place a quick kiss to his lips.

Tingles resonate throughout my body; the promise of what we’ve yet to finish bringing me to life. 

The boys watch us leave, identical with their feet slung wide, arms folded high on their chests. Greer peers over our shoulder at the trio, her arm linked through mine again. It feels as though if she lets me go, she fears I won’t come back again. Now and then, I feel the same way. 

“Who’s the dark and dangerous friend?”

“Beau?”

She groans, rolling her eyes back. “He is gorgeous, Lacey. How dare you hide him away.”

I smile, yet a fierce urge to protect Maggie’s interests has me blowing her off. “I wouldn’t waste my time on him.”

“Why not?”

“I think he’s involved with someone.”

“But you’re not sure?” she asks, wide-eyed.

“Not one hundred per cent. But I’m pretty certain.”

She shrugs as we approach the front door. “I’ll just ask him then.”

“No!”

I don’t get to say any more; she has the door pushed open, all eyes on us. 

Ignoring the blatant judgement from people who are in no place to do so, Greer drags us left. “They’ve put everyone’s things in a room down here.”

A young Asian girl strides past, doing her best to look disinterested. Greer snags her by the arm, letting me go.

“Excuse me, but have you seen Colt?”

The girl flicks her sleek hair out of her face and then shakes her head. “Not since he went that way, like, half an hour ago, or something.”

“Ugh.” Greer releases her with a flick. “Useless.”

I stifle a giggle and follow her down to one of the house’s many guest rooms. The door is shut, probably to deter prying eyes who might want to upgrade their bag or wardrobe. Greer grabs the fancy brass handle and nudges the door open at the same time as depressing the lever.

It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim light, but once they do, there is no mistaking what I find.

“Are you fucking kidding?” Greer cries, taking me utterly by surprise.

Colt drops his partner to the ground, jerking his pants back on his hips.

I swing my gaze to the dishevelled blonde who hastily rights her dress. “This bitch is the reason why you didn’t want to leave, isn’t she?”

“It’s more complicated than that,” Colt protests.

“It seems pretty clear cut to me,” Greer sasses. 

“You’re fucking Libby,” I say, the words as disgusting out loud as they are on my tongue. “I’m assuming Arthur has no idea.”

“And if you want to keep your pretty looks you won’t say a thing,” Libby snaps.

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s a promise.” She pats her hair down, crossing to a mirror to fuss with her appearance using the light that spills in from the hallway.

“This is bullshit.” I glare at Colt. “Find your own way home. You could probably start with her.” I nod toward Libby, disgusted at my brother’s flippant disrespect.

“How long?” Greer asks. “When did this start?”

“It doesn’t matter.” I snag my friend by the hand. “I’m done. With both of you.”

“Lacey,” Colt calls after us. “Wait.”

I storm out to the foyer, a veritable blender of emotions. It feels as though if I don’t let off steam for at least one of them, the whole lot will overflow in one hell of an ugly meltdown.

“Hey.” Greer tugs on my hand to slow me down.

I look back at her and note as well that Colt has given up the chase. Sure didn’t take much. 

“You know what?” She smiles as though finally at peace. “I’m done with keeping her secrets.”

“What are you going to do?”

She lifts a single finger. “Won’t take long.”

Greer sweeps toward the wide double entrance into the bustling living room. It only takes a second to see where, or rather who, she heads toward. Arthur. Minding his business, talking to one of the guys on the cricket team.

She taps him on the shoulder, barely giving him time to excuse himself before she takes him by the hand and drags him from the conversation.

“Two things, Arthur.” Greer brings them to an abrupt stop before me in the foyer. “One. You’re such a sweet guy. You deserve way better.” She takes both of us by surprise when she lands a firm kiss to his lips. “And two.” She gives him a shove toward the temporary coatroom. “That’s why.”

He stares at her as though she’s lost her mind, and then takes the fatal step toward the truth. His face falls, the sound of his broken heart resonating off the pristine walls before he rushes into the room.

I could go in there, ensure he takes it easy on my brother.

But like I said out the back—I’ll be there to help Colt when he needs it, to stand by him while he pays his dues. And right now? He’s paying his dues all right if that crash was anything to go by. 

Until he realises the error of his ways, he doesn’t need my help.

I’ve got my own revenge to plan.
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RICH RIOT: Arcadia High Anarchists #3

Nothing angers a bully more than holding a mirror to who they are.

The truth is out, the battle lines drawn. What started as a fight between city and country, escalated into a battle of good versus evil—those with a conscience against those whose greed grows stronger.

Turn a blind eye to the sins, or leave.

I’ve made my choice, and now I intend to ruin the tyrants who stayed.

But first, I need to get my brother back.
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THE MUSIC

Listen to the songs that encouraged the book here: https://spoti.fi/2XvoTtU
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

[image: ]

Born and bred in Canterbury, New Zealand, Max now resides with her family in beautiful and sunny Queensland, Australia.

Life with two young children can be hectic at times and, although she may not write as often as she would like, Max wouldn’t change a thing.

An avid lover of stories from a young age, she enjoys nothing more than to get lost in the pages while the characters dictate what direction she takes. Her favourite genre to write is young/new adult and the events in her stories may or may not be related to real life experiences (only she will ever know for sure). 

In her down time, Max can be found at her local gym brain-storming through a session with the weights. If not, she’s probably out drooling over one of many classic cars on show that she wishes she owned.

For ALL updates and announcements – sign up to Max’s e-mail list:

http://eepurl.com/gchq5z

Be sure to follow her (she loves stalkers):

Facebook - Profile

Facebook - Page

Amazon

Bookbub

Goodreads

Instagram: @maxhenryauthor

And for exclusive news and excerpts - join Max’s reader group, the Madhouse!

http://www.facebook.com/groups/346994535466425/

BLOGGERS - join Max here to catch all promotional sign-ups:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1668085436795760/

 

OEBPS/Images/image00287.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00285.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00286.jpeg
LOVE LETTERS!

click here to sign up to my newsletter
for the latest news and announcements





OEBPS/Images/image00242.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00241.jpeg
CLICK HERE

to sign up to my
mailing list and
receive your

FREE NOVELLA






OEBPS/Images/image00240.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00239.jpeg
ARCADIA HIGH ANARCHISTS #2

MAX HENRY





OEBPS/Images/image00262.jpeg
nineleen





OEBPS/Images/image00261.jpeg
eigeen





OEBPS/Images/image00260.jpeg
seventeen





OEBPS/Images/image00259.jpeg
sixteen





OEBPS/Images/image00258.jpeg
LTRIN,

A ff

Cr

ﬁfn





OEBPS/Images/image00257.jpeg
[ourteen





OEBPS/Images/image00256.jpeg
thien





OEBPS/Images/image00255.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00254.jpeg
eleven





OEBPS/Images/image00253.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/cover00288.jpeg
© MAX HENRY. .





OEBPS/Images/image00252.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00251.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00250.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00249.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00248.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00247.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00246.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00245.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00244.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00243.jpeg
[]TUUB





OEBPS/Images/image00282.jpeg
Ihir—nine





OEBPS/Images/image00281.jpeg
LEREN

A

Ihir—ight





OEBPS/Images/image00280.jpeg
thir—even





OEBPS/Images/image00279.jpeg
thirty-six





OEBPS/Images/image00278.jpeg
thirﬁve





OEBPS/Images/image00277.jpeg
thirfuur





OEBPS/Images/image00276.jpeg
>

A

Cr

thir —hree





OEBPS/Images/image00275.jpeg
LERIN,
Al

thir—twn





OEBPS/Images/image00274.jpeg
MRy
(«;

thir—une





OEBPS/Images/image00273.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00283.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00284.jpeg
forty-one





OEBPS/Images/image00272.jpeg
(wenty-nine





OEBPS/Images/image00271.jpeg
LERIN,
AARS

twenty-eight





OEBPS/Images/image00270.jpeg
(wenty-seven





OEBPS/Images/image00269.jpeg
A,

Iwenty-six





OEBPS/Images/image00268.jpeg
twe—ﬁve





OEBPS/Images/image00267.jpeg
U I"L\
Al

—fﬂur

(wen





OEBPS/Images/image00266.jpeg
LERIN,

A’

(wenty-three






OEBPS/Images/image00265.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00264.jpeg
U I'L\
Al

(y-one

twen





OEBPS/Images/image00263.jpeg





