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        "Nothing in Pocketful is as it seems."

      

      

      

      
        
        Evil is lurking all around us and Sketch and I cannot escape the secrets of our past. A past that, up until now, neither one of us knew existed. Torn apart by our cruel, vindictive fathers, we face our biggest challenge yet; staying alive.
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      Long after the bullet perforated my flesh, whiskey-colored eyes continued to materialize just beyond my reach.

      In the emptiness of nothing, only one face kept me company.

      Romi.

      And still, I couldn’t fight my way out of the darkness.

      I couldn’t get to her.

      The hauntingly honest lyrics of Selena Gomez’s song Back to You looped through my brain continuously. I knew there was a reason my brain insisted on this particular song.

      Junior year.

      The Winter Formal.

      Romi was my brother’s girl that night but, for one song, one three-minute dance, she was mine.

      At the time, I had felt like I had died and gone to heaven.

      Maybe this time I really had.
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            Romi

          

        

      

    

    
      "You're making a terrible mistake. Pull that trigger and all hell will break loose. You'll start a war you can't win, Cal."

      A sense of déjà vu washed over me as Mr. Capaldi's words of warning poked at some part of my subconscious.

      I'd heard these words before.

      In a dream?

      A nightmare?

      I couldn’t be sure.

      But this was different.

      This was reality.

      I'm already at war, I recited the words in my mind moments before my father uttered them aloud.

      "I'm already at war," my father sneered.

      And then he pulled the trigger.

      The gunshot rang out, loud and shrill, leaving a hole in his chest that ricocheted straight through mine.

      I watched the blood drain from his body and, at the same time, felt the life fade from mine. It was in that exact moment in time that I was certain that my heart did indeed beat for Sketch Capaldi.

      He was dying.

      And so was I.

      Maybe it was for the best.

      Death would keep us safe.

      Life was too dangerous.

      The world we lived in was full of betrayal and horror.

      Paralyzed, I observed the madness with a detached sense of reality. I was floating above my body, my soul lifelessly levitating above Sketch as he bled out on the floor of the motel room with his father beside him, while my own father carted me away from the scene.

      Was it the shock of what I had just witnessed that rendered me motionless, or could it be the alcohol still flushing through my veins?

      If you love him, why are you leaving him? a persistent voice echoed over and over inside of my head. Fight back, Romi!

      It's happening, Romi, Chris's voice pierced through my mind, full of remorse and regret. I told you they were coming for you. I told you to run. Now it's too late...

      "I'm sorry it's come to this," my father said in the least sincere tone I'd ever heard while he roughly shoved my now-hysterical frame into the backseat of the awaiting Hummer. "But it was always going to end this way, Ramona."

      "Oh my God!" Jolted back to reality by the sound of my name, I scrambled for the opposite door, desperate to get back to Sketch. "You sh-shot him!" I screamed, yanking in vain on the locked door handle. "Sketch! Sketch, hold on! I'm coming – get the hell away from me –"

      My words broke off when my father dragged me away from the door. Scratching and tearing at his hands, I tried and failed to free myself from the danger hiding beneath the surface of the man that raised me.

      "Relax, Chris is too sentimental to let the boy die," Dad snarled, keeping a firm grip on my throat. "More's the damn pity," he added in a petulant tone. "He should have been killed years ago." Shoving me against the leather interior, he barked orders to the driver, listing off a vaguely familiar address, before turning back to face me. "You have no idea of the danger that boy represents to our family." His voice was laced with venom, his eyes icy cold, as the car I was trapped inside pulled away, taking me further away from the one person I was sure of in this fucked up world. "You have no idea who he really is." Releasing his hold on my throat, he sat back and adjusted his silk tie. "But you'll soon find out."

      "What are you talking about?" I strangled out, heart palpitating. Trembling from head to toe, I desperately fought against the panic and fear threatening to consume me. "That boy has never done a thing wrong to you, Daddy, and you shot him!"

      "Hasn't he?" my father roared back, grasping my throat once more. "Wake the hell up, Ramona!"

      "I am awake," I screamed. "And Sketch is innocent!"

      All of a sudden, a memory of a conversation I'd shared with Chris trickled through my mind…

      

      "…Chris, we need to call our parents."

      "No! Don't call them."

      "What? Why the hell not?"

      "Because we can't trust them…"

      

      "Oh my god," I breathed, panic-stricken, as awareness dawned on me with crushing strength. "Chris said Sketch and Presley, but not them," I repeated. "When he really meant not you!"

      "Not me what?" my father demanded. "I'm not what, Ramona?"

      "Trustworthy." I exhaled a ragged breath. "I can't trust you."

      "No?" he quipped, lips curving upwards in a cruel sneer. "You can't trust the man that raised you?"

      "No." I shook my head. "I can't." It all made perfect sense now. Chris's words of warning. The dreams that had always haunted me. The faded memories of another lifetime that refused to disappear…

      

      "…Don’t you think it's strange that we live there? Pocketful? Come on, Romi, our fathers are important people. They're successful and rich beyond most men's wildest dreams. They have businesses running the length and breadth of the United States, so why are they living in a town that hasn't progressed beyond the seventies? Why not live in Lake Charles or some other city? Why Pocketful, Romi…"

      

      "Nothing in Pocketful is as it seems." Sniffling, I curled my fingers around his and yanked his hand away from my throat, scrambling to the far end of the seat in my pathetic bid to protect myself. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. The pain inside of me was crippling. "It's all a cover up." Panic gripped me in merciless talons, forcing me to relive and revisit every red-flag warning that I had purposefully pushed to the back of my mind.

      

      "…You're gonna run on home to your daddy and forget everything you think you saw tonight, forget everything you think you heard. You're gonna park your sweet little ass in your daddy's mansion and stay there. You got that, princess…"

      

      "…Is it the crying?" Sketch asked. "Do you still hear it, too…"

      

      "…In the dream? The floor wasn't moving. We were on a boat…"

      

      "…I didn’t leave you, Romi! I stopped you from leaving me…"

      

      "…Your dad wanted me out of the picture…"

      

      "…She knows about the trade…"

      

      What trade?

      The trade.

      Think, Romi!

      

      "…You can't be in Pocketful after your eighteenth birthday…"

      

      "…They're coming for you…"

      

      The boy.

      The boy.

      The boy…

      

      "…They're coming for both of you…"

      

      "You killed Chris!" I accused, breathing hard and fast. "You tried to kill Sketch! And Catochi…" Shuddering from the irrepressible memories tormenting me, I shook my head and forced myself to continue, "He works for you." Swallowing another lump in my throat, I squeezed out, "You ordered the hit, didn’t you? Both hits! Those men that shot up the diner? They're the same men you ordered to kill Chris – to toy with him like a cat hunts its prey and strike him down." Narrowing my eyes, I accused, "You're the boss man, aren’t you?"

      "You should conserve your energy –"

      "Oh, just fucking admit it!" I screamed back at him, body vibrating with terror. "You had Chris killed!" My voice rose as my reality threatened to break me. "Was I supposed to die, too?"

      "Chris remembered too much," he replied simply – as simply as if he was reeling off the time. "You, on the other hand, couldn’t remember a thing. Only one of you posed a threat."

      "So you killed him?"

      My father shrugged off my question. "I took care of the problem."

      "By having him killed?" I cried out hoarsely.

      "By eliminating the threat," he bit out, hands balling into fists at his sides. Chris was a liability. He was a compulsive snoop, too damn smart for his own good, and he got himself killed. Had he stayed out of my damn business, the boy would still be alive, but he stuck his nose where it didn’t belong."

      "How could you do this?"

      "Wake up, you little fool," he snapped, his tone morphing into one of anger. "For once in your life, take off those rose-tinted glasses and look around you."

      "I don’t –"

      "Who do you think I am?" he demanded then. "Who do you think you are?" His eyes darkened with frustration. "Are you honestly this obtuse?"

      "You're a murderer," I spluttered, tears trickling down my cheeks. Pain. More pain than I'd ever felt pummeled my heart. "You k-killed Chris."

      "Oh, for Christ's sake, I didn’t want the boy to die," he countered impatiently. "He was like a son to me. But he wouldn’t stop digging." With a sigh, he added, "In our world, you pay for curiosity with your life."

      "In our world?" I gaped in horror. "There's only one world, Daddy, and the last I checked, murdering people was illegal in it!"

      "You're such a child," he said with a tut. "I blame myself for your naivety. Perhaps I sheltered you from the business too much."

      "Who are you?" Sniffling, I shook my head, unwilling to acknowledge this madness. Desperate for reassurance I knew deep down I would never find, I reached a hand out to touch his cheek before quickly yanking it away. Eyes that had once looked warm and loving were now vacant, unforgiving, and staring back at me.

      "The man I call my father isn't…" heartbroken, I gestured to the stranger sitting opposite me with my father's face, "this… monster."

      "Then maybe you don’t know your father as well as you think," he replied, condemnation flickering in his eyes. "I'm a very powerful man, Ramona. Of course, you would know this if you opened your eyes just once in the past eighteen years."

      "Powerful or dangerous?" I foolishly challenged.

      "What's one without the other?" was his emotionless response.

      "Does Mr. Capaldi know what you did to his son?" I asked, sniffling through my tears. "Was he in on it, too?"

      My father gave me a 'how stupid do you think I am' look. "Of course not," he growled. "Christopher was his heir. He was as precious to him as you are to me."

      "I'm only precious to you because you need me for something," I cried out, cheeks burning from my scorching hot tears. "You didn’t want me to die when I fell from the tree because you need me alive." I knew I was right. It was all coming full circle in my mind, but crucial pieces were still missing. Hard as I tried, I couldn't see the full picture yet. Terrifying as it was to face up to, I knew I had to. Something very bad was happening and my father was at the helm. "Admit it; you were relieved that I was okay, not because you love me, but because you need me for something!"

      "Do you want full disclosure?" he asked then, giving me a peculiar look. "You won't like what you hear."

      Did I? Jesus, I didn’t know. Swallowing deeply, I forced myself to be brave. "Just tell me."

      "I am a powerful man, Ramona. Richer than most men can only dream of being in a thousand lifetimes." Pulling out his cellphone, my father tapped on the screen, his tone of voice matching the emotionless expression etched on his face as he spoke. "However, the majority of my wealth was amassed in what many would perceive as unscrupulous activities."

      "What k-kind of activities?" I dared to ask, heart hammering violently in my chest.

      "Every kind you can imagine and more," he replied coldly. When my jaw remained hanging open in shock, Dad shook his head in resignation. "Not very perceptive, are you, sweet pea?"

      "Don’t call me that," I choked out, once again yanking on the locked door in vain. "You don’t get to kill Chris, shoot Sketch, kidnap me, announce you're a criminal, and then call me your sweet pea." Sniffling, I blinked away my tears, fingers still fruitlessly searching for an exit from this world that I knew in my heart didn’t exist. "Let me go, Dad. Please…please just let me out of the car."

      "I can't do that, Ramona," he replied calmly.

      "Why not?" I cried, frantic now. "Why can't you just let me leave? I won't tell anyone what you did. I just…just let me go, Dad!"

      "A long time ago, someone took something that was of great importance to me," my father announced, sounding nothing like the man who'd raised me. "Something I cared very deeply for, and you, my little sweet pea, are the key to getting it back." A small laugh escaped him then. "Why do you think I kept you alive all these years? A girl, no less."

      "How can you say that?" I flinched, his words cutting me deep. "I'm your daughter."

      "Exactly," he agreed, deadpan. "You are my daughter. And as my daughter, you have a duty to your family."

      "The trade off," I breathed, putting two and two together and coming up with a big, fat four.

      "The trade-off," he agreed with a nod.

      "I'm part of the trade-off."

      "No," he replied. "You are the trade off."

      "Oh my god." My whole life had been one lie after another. I wasn't safe. I needed to get out of here and away from him. Oh god… "Take me back to him." My voice cracked, my pain spilling out. "Please, Daddy, just take me back to –"

      "Holden," my father filled in mockingly. "With any luck, he'll be dead by now. If not now, then soon enough."

      "No," I cried out hoarsely, furiously shaking my head, as the car we were driving in picked up speed. "Don’t say that. Please don’t say that –"

      "Quit the incessant wailing, Ramona," Dad barked. "It won't change a thing. This is the way it is. The way it has to be."

      My breath hitched in my throat. "Please don’t trade me, Daddy."

      With a reluctant sigh, Dad slid his phone back in his pocket and turned to face me. "You really should have stayed at Tully House, Ramona." His tone was gentler now, with a hint of sympathy, and I hated it. "The transition after the trade would have been so much easier with a little sedation."

      "Transition to what?" I croaked out, fearing the answer, but knowing that I needed to be prepared. "What's going to happen to me?" Nothing good was coming.

      My dad turned his head toward me and arched a brow, like he couldn’t believe I was asking such a stupid question. And maybe it was stupid, but I was clinging tightly on to denial, because acceptance of this fucked up reality wasn’t an option.

      "I just want Sketch," I sobbed, curling my arms around myself protectively. "Please. Just take me back to Sketch."

      "That won't be happening."

      "Please –"

      "Don’t beg for him," he snapped. "It won't change a thing."

      Our eyes locked, and for the first time in my life, I truly saw it. The distance. The lack of emotion and love. The wonderful lie that I had been led to believe my entire life. And just like that, a life full of repressed memories bombarded me…

      

      The room was dark and full of tension. My body was swaying. I was struggling to remain on my feet as I watched the horror unfold in front of my eyes.

      "You're making a terrible mistake," a much younger version of Mr. Capaldi warned in a low, hard voice. "All hell will break loose. You'll start a war you can't win, Cal."

      "I'm already at war," Daddy told him, and then he pressed the piping hot branding iron against the little boy's hip.

      "No!" the three-year-old version of me cried out, eyes locked on the blue-eyed boy enduring horrendous torture at the hands of my father. "Daddy, stop hurting him! Daddy, please, he's my friend –"

      

      "No!" I sobbed into my hands as my mind continued to play tricks on me. "No, god, no!"

      "Now you're getting it," my father said. "Finally."

      "The boy behind the door," I squeezed out, shaking so hard I could hardly breathe.  "It wasn’t just a dream." Teary eyed, I stared at my father. "It was real, wasn’t it?"

      "Yes."

      One word, one small concession of truth, and my whole world crumbled around me.

      "Oh my god, Dad," I choked out when the car came to a sudden halt. "I was there, wasn't I? And I saw…. oh god, I saw everything –"

      "We don’t have time for this," he snapped, pressing a button and unlocking the car. "We have business to attend to."

      "He was real," I repeated, mind reeling. "The scar." Stunned, I racked my brain, desperately trying to piece together a puzzle I knew I held the pieces to. "The T on his hipbone. It's a burn mark, not a birth mark –"

      The door flew open, causing my words to trail off, as we were faced with what looked like a small army of men. "The liner is waiting, sir," one of the men announced. "Did you bring the boy?"

      "Better again," my father replied, climbing out of the car. "I brought the girl."

      "Sketch," I whispered, numb to the bone. "It wasn't a dream. I'm not going crazy. The boy behind the door was Sketch!"

      "No, Ramona." With a dispassionate look etched on his face, my father turned back to answer my frantic ramblings, and in doing so, he caused my world to crash down around me. Because my father, the man who raised me, then spoke the name that would irrevocably change my world forever. "The boy was Jacob Toretto.”
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            Sketch

          

        

      

    

    
      I died three times on the way to the hospital and twice more on the operating table, while the doctors furiously fought to remove the bullet from my chest.

      I knew this because I was a witness to my own death. It was the creepiest damn experience I'd ever endured, watching from above as my own heart flatlined and then jackknifed back to life over and over again.

      Where I was now, I couldn’t tell.

      Alive or dead, heaven or hell, purgatory or limbo.

      I had no clue if my heart was still beating or not.

      All I knew was long after the bullet perforated my flesh, and long after the doctors began their frantic race to save me, whiskey-colored eyes continued to materialize just beyond my reach.

      In the emptiness of nothing, only one face kept me company.

      Romi.

      And still, I couldn’t fight my way out of the darkness.

      I couldn’t get to her.

      The hauntingly honest lyrics of Selena Gomez’s song Back to You looped through my brain continuously. I knew there was a reason my brain insisted on this particular song.

      Junior year.

      The Winter Formal.

      Romi was my brother’s girl that night but, for one song, one three-minute dance, she was mine.

      At the time, I had felt like I had died and gone to heaven.

      Maybe this time I really had.

      I guess it made sense that dancing with Romi Dillon would be my version of heaven. After all, she'd been the only good part of my life when I was alive.

      And just like that, every memory I had of Romi flooded my mind, replaying in vivid technicolor, and keeping me company in my darkest hour...

      

      "Hey – I gotta kiss her," Danny Cortez goaded from his perch in the treehouse. It was Saturday evening and we were all sitting around, playing a game of spin the bottle. Unfortunately for me, the bottle Danny just spun had landed on Romi. "Sorry, Sketch," he added with a grin. "But it's the rules, dude."

      He wasn’t sorry.

      Not one damn bit.

      I knew he looked at her the way I did. All of my friends did. Goddammit. Anger bubbled up inside of me, causing my flesh to grow hot and my palms to sweat.

      "Put your lips on her and I'll throw you out of this tree," I warned, glowering at my football buddy as he shuffled closer to Romi. "I mean it. I ain't fucking around here."

      "Language, Mr. Capaldi," my brother's dopey best friend teased from his perch next to Chris.

      "Fuck off, Pres," I shot back, entirely uninterested in dealing with his motormouth. Besides, Quinton Presley touched her knee earlier. Her bare knee. That officially put him on my shit list.

      "Uh, that's okay, Danny." Romi flushed bright pink and shifted away from him, eyes wide and full of embarrassment. "I'd rather skip."

      "You ain't skipping," he huffed, leaning towards her. "Rules are rules, now pucker up, Dillon."

      "And you sure as hell ain't kissing my girl." Pointing my finger at him, I said, "One more inch and you're a dead man, Cortez."

      I didn’t care when all of our friends snickered and made whipped gestures. I was hella jealous and not afraid to admit it. Besides, it was pointless trying to hide my feelings. When it came to my heart and Romi Dillon, I was an open book. Hell, the only reason I had agreed to play this stupid game in the first place was because she was playing.

      "Romi's your girl?" Stephie Gundersen demanded with a huff. "Since when?"

      "Since forever," Chris chuckled, answering for me. "Ain't that right, bro?"

      Damn straight, I thought to myself but didn’t have the balls to say aloud out of fear of Romi rejecting me. Yeah, I might have no problem admitting I was jealous, but public rejection wasn’t fun. After all, I endured it on a daily basis when it came to my folks.

      "Well, is it true, Romi?" Stephie asked, causing all eyes to land on Romi. "Are you Sketch's girl?"

      I held my breath, fucking terrified of her answer and desperate to hear it all at once.

      Say yes.

      Say yes.

      Please God make her say yes.

      "Yes," Romi replied sweetly.

      Thank you, God.

      Thank you, Jesus.

      Thank you, universe.

      "Since when?" Stephie demanded, narrowing her eyes at Romi.

      "Since forever," Romi replied, reciting Chris's earlier words, as she straightened her spine and glared back at her friend. "He's mine."

      Snickering loudly, Presley muttered something in Chris's ear, causing them both to explode in a fit of laughter.

      "Prove it," Stephie pushed, glowering. "Kiss him."

      Romi's eyes widened at the same time my brows shot up.

      "With tongue," Stephie goaded.

      "You think I won't?" Romi challenged, face set in determination as she pulled herself onto her knees.

      "I know you won't," Stephie countered. "You're too chicken."

      "You're gonna break your own heart watching this," Romi growled before crawling across the circle and onto my lap. "He's mine, Gundersen," she declared, wrapping one skinny arm around my neck. "And don’t ever forget it."

      And then Romi Dillon kissed me for the first time.

      With tongue.

      

      Dead or not, I could feel my lips smiling as I mentally recanted every single moment of our first kiss. Jesus, the girl took the air clean out of my lungs that day, and I hadn't been able to breathe easy since.

      A flood of warmth hit me straight in the chest then, making every part of me feel light and free.

      Romi.

      Romi.

      Romi.

      "Clear!"

      Suddenly, the flood of warmth felt like a bolt of lightning surging through my flesh. Pain encompassed every inch of my body, and I could hear voices again.

      "One more time."

      "You sure?"

      "He's flatlining again."

      "Yes, I'm sure. Keep going!"

      "Yes, doctor."

      "Clear."

      Goddamn, these voices needed to stop distracting me from Romi...

      

      "Oh my god, Ro, don’t panic–" leaping to my feet, I grabbed her arm and yanked her out of the creek, "but I think you're bleeding."

      "Bleeding?" she squealed, eyes wild with fear. "Where?"

      "Uh, I think it's coming from your butt." Spinning her around so that I could examine what I thought I spotted when we were in the water, I bit back a sob when my eyes landed on her white bikini bottoms that were tinged with blood. "Holy shit, Ro, your butt is definitely bleeding," I told her, feeling queasy at the sight of the pinkish water droplets trickling down her inner thighs. "Holy fuck, did something bite you when we were in the water?"

      "What?" she screamed, hands moving to her butt. "No, I mean, I don’t think so. I didn’t feel anything bite me –" Her words broke off when she caught sight of her bloodstained bikini bottoms. "Omigod, Sketch, I'm dying!"

      "No, I ain't gonna let you die," I promised, while internally losing my goddamn mind. Grabbing my bike from its perch against the tree, I hurried back to her. "Come on, Ro. Hop on my seat. I can pedal real fast."

      Forty-five minutes later, we were sitting side by side in the treatment room of Pocketful's lone doctor's office, both barefoot, both still in our swimsuits.

      "And then it just started coming out of her butt," I said, having given Dr. Berry a detailed run-down of my best friend's near-death experience. "I got her here as fast as I could, sir," I added, breathing hard and fast, still completely freaked out. "Is she gonna make it?"

      Dr. Berry, an ageing man in his mid-sixties, asked, "Bleeding from her back passage, you say, Holden?"

      "Yes, sir," I replied honestly. "It was so gross."

      "So, so gross," Romi agreed with a sniffle, still clutching my hand. "And it's still coming."

      "Yep." I nodded solemnly and then leaned over and blocked Romi's ears before whispering, "And I think it's coming out of her, uh, front butt, too."

      A choked noise tore from Romi's throat at the same time Dr. Berry began to cough profusely.

      "And you're, what, ten-years-old now, Ramona?"

      "Ten and a half," Romi sobbed. "I'll be eleven in the fall."

      "Yeah, it's her birthday first," I agreed. "I'm younger."

      "I see," Dr. Berry said with a sympathetic smile ghosting his lips.

      "Oh god, Sketch," Romi wailed, throwing her arms around my neck. "I am dying!"

      "No, you ain't," I vowed, hugging her back as tight as I could. "Right, doc?"

      Dr. Berry cleared his throat and wiped each lens on his glasses before speaking. "Has anyone spoken to you two about the facts of life? Your mothers, perhaps?"

      "She ain't got one," I told him, feeling defensive. "And I ain't…my mama…well, she –"

      "He doesn’t have one, either," Romi sniffled.

      "So, neither one of you have any clear understanding of the human reproductive organs?" he asked kindly. "Or the body's transition into puberty?"

      Confused, Romi and I stared blankly at each other before facing the doctor and shaking our heads in unison.

      "What about the female menstrual cycle?"

      "You mean like a bike trail or something?" I asked.

      "Excuse me?"

      "You asked if we knew anything about the female and men's-trail cycle," I reminded him. "Is it near Pocketful?"

      "Oh, lord," Dr. Berry said with a weary sigh. "I don’t get paid enough for this…"

      

      "Come on, kid. Stay with us!" someone shouted in what felt like my ear, and just like that, I was, once again, ripped away from Romi.

      The son of a bitch stuck me with another bolt of lightning, sending me spinning into another memory. This time, an ugly one…

      

      "Angel?" I whispered, staring at the tiny fingers poking through the crack under the door. "You were gone a long time."

      "Sorry," a little voice called back. "But I gots you a cookie."

      Moments later, a cookie slid under the crack in the door. "You like cookies?"

      "Uh-huh," I sniffled, sinking to my knees and snatching up the food. "Don't go away for so long next time, 'kay?"

      "'Kay," she replied, touching my fingers with hers. "Hey - you gots another picture for me?"

      "Uh-huh," I replied, munching on my cookie. "And it's a real good one."

      "Show me," she demanded excitedly. "I wanna see."

      Proud of my hard work, I carefully pushed my drawing under the door to her. "You got it?"

      "I gots it," she squealed happily. "Oh wow! It's a real pretty lady."

      "It's my mama," I replied proudly. "Mama says it's called a sketch."

      "A sketch?" she repeated, sounding confused. "What's a sketch?"

      I shrugged my shoulders. "Ain't sure. But Mama says that's what I do when I make her pictures."

      "Sketch," she giggled. "I like it. Is that your name?"

      "Maybe?" I mumbled, frowning. "I ain't sure no' more."

      "Where'd your mama go?"

      Tears filled my eyes and I tried not to remember. "Ain't sure."

      "Huh. Well, I'm 'a call you Sketch, 'kay?" She giggled again. "Sketch likes to sketch."

      I grinned. "And I'm 'a call you angel, Angel."

      "You already call me that," she laughed.

      "That's 'cause you are," I replied with a sigh. "Just wish you gots some wings to fly me out of –"

      "Ramona Priscilla Dillon! What did I tell you about staying away from that door!" A louder, angry voice boomed. "He's a Toretto, for Christ's sake –"

      "Sorry, ma'am," she called back.

      "What did you call me?"

      "Mama," Angel squealed, sounding frightened. "I meant Mama."

      "You better start running, child, because if your father catches you playing with the enemy's son, he'll strike you down."

      "Gotta go, Sketch," Angel mumbled, her words coming out in a rush. "I'll come back soon, 'kay?"

      "'Kay," I whispered, feeling sad again. "Bye, Angel…"

      

      No, I did not like that memory.

      Not one fucking bit.

      Another jolt from the lightning cables and I was nose-diving into the darkness at full speed.

      Ah hell.
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      If I had been waiting for some sort of a terrifying climax when my father carted me onto one of his awaiting haulage liners the night of the shooting, then I would have been in for a major let down because nothing happened.

      Instead of a dramatic showdown, or a gruesome rape before death, I was taken under deck and shown to a cabin before being locked inside without comfort or explanation.

      Hours had turned into days, maybe even weeks, and I was still trapped inside the same tiny room, cold and hungry, and without a soul to keep me company.

      My meals were scarce at best and always delivered by a man who only spoke in Arabic.

      I hadn't seen my father since that night and I was glad. I couldn’t stand the sight of him. Knowing that my father was responsible for Chris's murder and having watched him put a hole in Sketch was too much to handle. And well, knowing absolutely nothing about where he was taking me was even more terrifying.

      I could only presume that we were a long way from Pocketful by now. God knows we'd been at sea long enough. I knew we were still at sea because, just like my so-called dreams, the floor continuously swayed beneath me. The waves crashing against the circular windows of my cabin were also a dead giveaway.

      Oh, and the cries of wailing women? The sound that had always tormented my dreams? Yeah, not a dream. They were all around me now.

      So close I could hear their breathing.

      Alone with only my thoughts and the women's screams to keep me company, I tried to piece together everything I knew up until this point. I desperately tried to make sense of the madness unfolding around me. Breaking it down into bullet points on a mental list in my mind made it easier to comprehend.

      

      
        	I wasn't crazy after all.

        	Nothing in Pocketful was as it seemed.

        	My father was an evil lunatic.

        	I had been brainwashed or drugged or freaking hypnotized into forgetting my past – presumably by my sadistic, evil criminal dad who had murdered Chris – or at least ordered the hit.

        	Catochi and his men did work for him, making my asshole dad the 'boss man' they spoke about.

        	Dad plotted to swap me for something important that had been taken from him.

        	He had kidnapped and then stowed me away on one of his haulage liners, destined to god knows where.

        	I wasn't the only prisoner on this ship – the women's screams and pleas assured me of that.

        	When the ship docked at its final destination, there was a big chance that I wasn't going to make it off alive.

      

      

      Churning through small chunks of information at a time was the best way of not sending myself into catatonic mode. I had a block in my brain, one that grew taller and stronger whenever my anxiety set in.

      Therefore, I tried to remain as calm as possible and keep my wits about me. It was the only way I could piece the puzzle together. It was my only chance of getting out of here alive.

      In the midst of my inner turmoil and plotting, I decided that Sketch had survived the shooting. He was alive somewhere, recovering from what that monster did to him. I forced myself to believe that Sketch was safe and that notion gave me comfort. I refused to think about the alternative because a world without him in it was a world I wanted no part of…. which brought me to my next set of jumbled thoughts to make sense of.

      The boy in my dreams had been real all along.

      Jacob Toretto was the boy behind the door.

      Jacob Toretto was Sketch.

      The T-shaped scar on his hip must stand for Toretto.

      That meant Sketch wasn't a Capaldi.

      He wasn't Chris's twin.

      And I was there the night they had given him that scar – the night my father burned a defenseless child!

      Which meant that I hadn't just loved Sketch since I was five years old. I'd loved him my whole life.

      There was no denying it – not when my father had as good as confirmed it to me that night. The boy was Sketch. My dreams had always been about Sketch. That's why he shared the same dreams – memories.

      We were reliving our past.

      The Capaldis locked Sketch away until he was five, kept him hidden, and treated him like a dog.

      In my dreams – memories – Mama called him a Toretto. The enemy.

      No, she called him the enemy's son, my mind corrected.

      Was it some sort of sick revenge? Or a way to torture their enemy? If so, why did Mr. Capaldi go along with it?

      Where the hell had Sketch come from in the first place? And why lie about his true identity? Why keep him at all? Why lock him away on a ship and torture him into forgetting every part of who he was? Why tell the world he was a Capaldi?

      Chris figured it out.

      That much I was sure of.

      He knew all about Jacob Toretto, it was written in his journal, and I'd bet my last dollar that was why my father had him killed.

      Was he going to tell Sketch about his true identity?

      Was he going to tell me?

      Oh god, I had so many unanswered questions and no way of finding the answers.

      Unless Presley understood my pathetic hints back at the motel and managed to unearth the journal. Even if I didn’t make it out of this alive, something I wasn't holding out much hope for, Pres just might manage to find a way to save himself and Sketch…

      

      Somewhere deep down inside, I knew I had lost a critical part of my sanity. My reality had turned into one of horror and I was floating away.

      Numb to the bone, I continued in the darkness, ignoring the blood trickling down my face and the pain in my limbs, as I stumbled through the brambles and rose bushes. Chris was dead back there and the only feeling I could conjure up was that I should be, too. Something was coming for me and I couldn’t escape it. Fuck!

      Leaving his body alone wasn’t something I was proud of, but I'd made him a promise. In the midst of my departure from reality, I knew only one thing. I had to keep his journal safe. It was important to him. His final wish. I would make that happen, no matter what.

      Dazed and confused, I forced my legs to push me forward, weaving through the shrubbery and trees until I reached it.

      Collapsing in a heap at the base of the old treehouse, I placed my hands in the dirt and remained completely motionless.

      Wake up, I mentally willed. Wake up, Romi.

      That horrible sensation of knowing that I was already awake sank my poor, deflated heart and caused my stomach to lose its battle with my upchuck reflex.

      Vomiting violently, I heaved and gasped for air, still willing myself to wake up from my nightmare of a life. When that didn’t happen, I thought about the only thing that could anchor me.

      Sketch.

      "Protect my brother…"

      A pained sob tore from my throat and I dug my fingers into the dirt, not caring when my fingernails cracked and bled. It didn’t matter to me anymore. None of it did. All I knew was that I had to bury this journal.

      "Keep it safe," he'd asked. "Protect my brother."

      And I would.

      I would protect Sketch Capaldi if it killed me.

      

      "Help me!" the woman in the room closest to mine cried out for the millionth time, dragging me from my memories. "Please, god! I have a family. Please…. don't rape me! Oh, Jesus, I don’t want to die –"

      "Shut up!" I screamed at the top of my lungs, unable to listen to another second of her wailing. "Nobody's coming for you." Tucking my knees into my chest, I covered my ears with my hands and rocked back and forth on the grimy floor. "No one's coming for any of us."

      I certainly wasn’t getting out of here the same girl I used to be… if I even made it out at all.

      With my head on my knees, I forced my mind to check out, allowing my thoughts to sweep me away. To take me back to the sweet, misunderstood boy next door. The one my father said was danger. The one I loved with every ounce of my breaking heart.

      Freshly cut grass, peppermint, and soap. His signature scent. It was all around me now, swallowing me up...

      He had to live.

      If nothing else, Sketch Capaldi had to make it out of this.

      He deserved nothing less.
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      Fuck knows where I was anymore and, surprisingly, I didn’t care.

      I had no pain.

      No fear of rejection.

      No hole in my heart that couldn’t be healed.

      No grief to poison my mind.

      I had no worries at all.

      All I had was all I had ever wanted.

      The girl next door.

      

      "Why me?" Romi asked, fingers curving around my jaw as we lay on the bed of my truck, with the tailgate down, and a blanket draped over our bodies.

      "Hmm?" With my arms folded behind my head, I tilted my chin down to look at her. "You say something, Ro?"

      "I asked why me," she whispered, rolling onto her back to look up at the stars. "Why do you love me, Sketch?"

      I thought about her question for a long time, taking note of the melancholy in her voice, before speaking. "Because you're my best friend. How could I not love you?"

      "Oh."

      Shit.

      'Oh' was not good.

      "Best friend." Setting her hands on her belly, she churned the words around quietly. "Okay…"

      "And because you're Romi and I'm Sketch and that's what we do," I added honestly. "We love each other. We've got each other's backs. Since forever and for always." It was a heavily loaded question for a sixteen-year-old to answer – one I was fairly sure I'd screwed up. "Why would you ask me that?"

      "I heard some of the girls talking in the bathroom at lunch today. I know they're gunning to be your date for homecoming."

      "So?" I countered. "If I had a dollar for every time I watched some asshole drool over you, I'd be a rich guy."

      "So, they're determined to steal you away from me!" she snapped, sounding annoyed. "One of the seniors called me frigid. And apparently, she's more than willing to give you what I don't."

      "Which is…"

      "Duh, sex, Sketch," Romi huffed, scrunching her nose up in disgust. "And apparently she has a far more exotic, not to mention tested and approved, menu for the new star fullback of the varsity team to taste from."

      "Well, it sucks to be her, because I only eat from my girlfriend's menu," I shot back, rolling my eyes.

      "Yeah, cool, I guess." She sighed heavily. "I just don’t get it."

      "What don’t you get, Ro?"

      "I'm nothing special."

      "Bullshit. You're fucking gorgeous."

      "I didn’t say I was ugly," she quipped. "I said I'm nothing special. Not when you really think about it."

      "You are to me."

      "Sketch, get real. I'm being serious here –"

      "So am I." Unfolding my arms from behind my head, I twisted onto my side and stared down at her. "I love you for a lot of reasons, Ro."

      "Name three reasons that don’t include the phrases 'you're my best friend', or 'we grew up together', or 'that's what we're supposed to do'," she huffed, putting on my voice. "Oh wait, that's right, you can't. Because all I am is the cute girl next door, but you'll grow out of me. Yep. You'll see. One day, you're gonna wake up and realize –"

      "Oh, shut up, you big dork," I growled before smacking my lips against hers. "Yes, I love you because of all the things you don’t want me to list, but that's just the tip of the iceberg on my list of reasons." Tucking a strand of golden hair behind her ear, I stroked her nose with mine. "I love you because you are the best part of my day." Smiling, I pressed a kiss to the curve of her jaw. "I love you because you are sweet, and funny, and smoking hot –" I paused to flick my tongue over her fluttering pulse, "I love you because you make me feel wanted and safe, and…not alone. I'm always alone, Ro. 'Least that's how I feel. But you? You make the loneliness go away."

      A shaky breath escaped her parted lips. "Sketch –"

      "I love you because you saw me when I needed someone to, and because you keep seeing me," I quickly continued, needing to reassure my girl. "I love you because I can't see straight when I'm not with you, and I see even less when I am. Most people get growing pains when they grow up, but I get Romi-pains."

      A small laugh escaped her. "Romi-pains?"

      "Hell yeah," I laughed back. "Because I'm racing to keep up with you."

      "Sketch…"

      "Now, I know I ain't good with words, but I can promise that I ain't never growing out of you."

      "No?"

      I shook my head. "I'm growing with you."

      A smile ghosted her lips. "Keep it coming, fullback."

      I grinned down at her. "You don’t wanna hear this, but you are my first, last, best, and only friend." I pressed a kiss to her glossy lips. "You also happen to be my first, last, best, and only lover." Grinning, I tapped her nose with my finger. "Because you, Romi Dillon, are my only everything."

      She beamed up at me. "Since forever?"

      I nodded. "And for always."

      She snaked a hand up to cup my stubbly cheek. "You're getting all hairy here." A wide grin spread across her pretty face as she trailed her fingers up and down my jaw line. "Turning into a real good man, Sketch Capaldi." She waggled her brows playfully. "My man."

      "Fuck, Ro," I groaned, feeling too damn much for this girl. "You shine." I kissed her again, deeper this time. "You're so damn pretty, it hurts."

      Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. "Shut the heck up and keep on kissing me –"

      "It's true." Tipping her chin up, I looked deep into her brown, whiskey-colored eyes. "I take one look at your face, and I'm seeing everything. My entire life mapped out. I'm seeing memories. Memories your face is in. Memories and moments that built me into what I am now. You're important to me. More than you know. This face right here is the only face that matters to me." Grinning wolfishly, I pecked her lips with mine. "See? You shine, baby."

      "Say we're forever, Sketch," she begged in a wistful tone. "Promise me that you'll never leave me, and in sixty years' time, you'll drag my wrinkly ole butt down to the creek to star-gaze with you."

      I winked. "It's a date."
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      Loving a member of the Capaldi family basically constituted as a death sentence.

      I knew this and normally had the awareness, not to mention the intellectual quotient to avoid such disastrous situations. However, my inability to keep my dick in my pants had catapulted me into a life or death situation.

      What. A. Pickle.

      Chord Overstreet's Screw Paris took what had to be its fiftieth spin on the decks – aka: Sketch's car stereo – and I honest to god couldn’t take another second of the broody, angst-ridden, angry breakup music. The boy was a sunken ship. Countless rounds of Prince's Nothing Compares 2 U accompanied by Post Malone's I Fall Apart put proof to that particular pudding. Oh, and let's not forget Kings of Leon's heart-breaking rendition of Dancing On My Own that had me crying a damn river, right along with ole J.T. himself. Every song on every playlist on Sketch's iPod was clearly directed towards Romi and it was making me snot-blubberingly stabby. The only reprieve I had from depress-fest was when The Weekend's Or Nah came on, and well, let's just say that one made me a little queasy.

      Finally settling on the one song Sketch had that I could relate to – Theory of a Deadman's Hate My Life, thank you very much – and jacked up on caffeine and adrenalin, I drained the contents of my triple, venti, half-sweet, non-fat, caramel macchiato and tossed the empty Starbucks cup onto the passenger seat. If whatever remnants left inside of the cup drizzled out on Sketch's upholstery, then so be it, dammit! I was a man on the edge with a mission to complete. Trash disposal etiquette was not high up on my list of priorities right now. Finding and potentially retaining a semi-retired hitman was.

      Sweet mother of Madonna. What has my life come to?

      Snatching my phone up with jittery fingers, I took a quick glance at the last message my cousin Hayden had sent me.

      

      Try 13th Street, The Hill, Boulder, CO.

      You might find him there.

      Oh, and be careful, baby cousin.

      He's a little…rough around the edges. xx

      

      "Be careful," I grumbled to myself mockingly, as I slid my cell back in my pocket. "Hmm. Not exactly the pep talk I was hoping for, Hady."

      Pulling up outside the red-bricked, two-story house on thirteenth street that my cousin had listed in her text, I killed the engine and sent a little reminder up to heaven. "Now you just remember that I'm doing this for you, Christopher. This is your brother that I'm attempting to save, so just…don’t let me die, 'kay?"

      Drumming my fingers against the steering wheel, I battled with my nerves, all the while willing myself to climb out of the dang truck and get this show on the road.

      Finally, I managed to mentally coax myself into unbuckling my belt and climbing out of the truck, only to be struck dumb at the sight of, quite possibly, the most beautiful man I'd ever seen in real life. "Well, hello Thirteenth Street," I mused quietly to myself, reveling in the sight before me as a man, who had to be in the region of 6'4 or 6'5, jump-roped on a front lawn – shirtless and adorned in tatts, may I add – while a bunch of little kids cheered him on. "And hello, daddy," I purred, cleaning my glasses with my shirt to get a better look at this perfect specimen.

      "Again, Daddy, again!" one of the children, a little girl of no more than two or three, squealed in delight. She had raven black hair that matched the hottie with the jump rope, and was bouncing up and down like his own personal cheerleader.

      "Yeah, do it again, Uncle Noah!" the older blond, curly-haired girl chuckled. "You don't want Gramps to beat your record. He did 65 jumps yesterday," she boasted proudly. Puffing out her chest, she added, "Without stopping."

      "Your grandfather ain't got nothing' on me, Abs," Mr. Hottie laughed, revealing a perfect white smile, and sweet mother of mercy, for the first time in my life, I truly understood what women meant when they talked about their ovaries exploding. "And don't worry, Erin, I could do this all day," he added, winking at who I presumed was his toddler daughter.

      Yeah, me too, I thought to myself moments before I was slammed against the side of Sketch's truck, my airways constricted to the point of suffocation.

      With my back pressed to the metal of the truck, I came face to face with…well, hot damn.

      "I did it." Breathing restricted, I wheezed, "I actually found you."

      "Actually, I found you," Lucky Casarazzi corrected, head tilting to one-side, as he studied me with razor-sharp, pale-blue eyes. "And because you've caught me on a good day, I'm gonna be generous and give you five seconds to explain who you are and why you're watching my daughter." He spoke so calmly that it terrified me more than harsh words ever could. "After that, well, let's just say I'll make my own assumptions and handle you in accordance to those."
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      Unsure whether I felt immense relief or sheer terror, I just stared up at the beautiful man threatening to take my life. I had no doubt he could – or would. How many lives had these very hands snuffed out?

      His blue eyes darkened. "Let's go, little man. You're on the clock."

      "Holy shit," I choked out, and of course, what came out of my mouth next had to be the dumbest dang thing you could say to a murderous killer. "You really do look like Charlie Hunnam!"

      "That's four seconds, kid," he mused, tightening his hold on my throat. "Tick, tock."

      "You're Lucky Casarazzi, right?"

      "Three."

      "You have a sister –"

      "Two."

      "Well, funny thing is, I have a cousin and she just so happens to be –"

      "One –"

      "Hayden sent me! I'm her cousin, which makes me your cousin – well, in law…ish? No? Not feeling it? Okay then. Dear Jesus, don’t kill me!" I strangled out, hands flailing dramatically. "I'm too young to die! I wanna live, dammit. Please, man, I have oats to sow and medical miracles to perform."

      He raised a brow. "You're a doctor?"

      "Psychiatrist," I wheezed. "In-training." Coughing, I added, "Uh, you know, once I get my high school diploma and get into college – which, FYI, is a given considering I have a 4.5 GPA and, until the last month or so, perfect attendance."

      "You're a strange one, aren’t you?" he mused, loosening his hold on my throat enough for me to breathe, but not escape. "You and Hayden must be related."

      "Our mamas are sisters." Dragging in several deep breaths, I grinned and offered him a limp wave. "Which makes me your sister's strange and yet endearingly lovable, baby cousin." A nervous chuckle escaped me. "Ha-ha-ha…please don’t hurt me."

      "Name."

      "Quinton." I swallowed deeply, Adam's apple bobbing in my throat. "Quinton Presley."

      "Louisiana?"

      "Yes, sir," I said with a nod. "Pocketful, Louisiana. The heart of the south. Population –"

      "Quinton?"

      "That's me."

      "Shut up."

      "Okie-dokie."

      "So," he mused, finally releasing me to spark up a cigarette. "What's a god-fearing, Southern boy such as yourself doing around my neck of the woods?" Leaning against the hood of Sketch's truck, he waved a box of Marlboro cigarettes in front of me. "You're a long way from home, cowboy."

      "Yes, yes I am, and no thank you," I replied, as another nervous chuckle escaped me. "I value my lungs too much to put toxic…uh, never mind. Shutting up again."

      "What do you want, Quinton?" he asked then, exhaling a cloud of smoke.

      Right. In. My. Freaking. Face.

      "Mister," I spluttered, coughing. "Do you mind?"

      Silence.

      "Okaaay then." Smoothing the creases out of my shirt from countless hours of non-stop driving, I took a deep breath and came right out with it. "My boyfriend Chris was murdered, his girlfriend Romi was committed to a mental asylum by her creepy dad, and then her boyfriend Sketch – who also happens to be Chris's twin – helped me break her out. Then we went on the run where we were freaking shot at by these big-ass dudes with guns. Guns! With actual bullets in them! Can you believe it? And then, both Romi and Sketch's dads showed up at the motel we were staying in and all hell broke loose. And then Romi all of a sudden decided that she 'remembered' where she hid our boyfriend's journal –" I rolled my eyes and used rabbit finger gestures for emphasis – "Like someone forgets that kind of thing – not." Huffing out a breath, I quickly continued, "So, picture this; we're at the motel in Texas, Romi and Sketch have just popped each other's cherries, and everyone's freaking the hell out. Their dads are cussing and throwing around threats. Sketch is puffing out his chest and snarling like the baby version of Simba trying to protect Nala from the hyenas in The Lion King movie. Romi's rambling like only Romi can, and Mrs. Capaldi's being her usual homophobic-bitch-self, so I use that as my opportunity to sneak out of the motel and go get the journal when I hear this huge BANG!"

      He arched a sardonic brow, looking mildly amused. "A huge bang?"

      "That's right." I nodded, eyes wide. "And let me tell you that I did not wait around to check it out. No, sir. I've seen my fair share of horror movies and I ain't that brainless secondary character who runs back in the house. Hell to the no. So, I got in Sketch's truck – which I technically didn’t steal if you consider that we could have been in laws had his brother not been decimated from the earth – and I drove back to Pocketful, and would you lookie what I found –" Slipping around his huge frame, I quickly yanked the door of the truck open and retrieved the dirt-covered journal. "So, basically, to cut a long story short, I'm in some serious shit, mister, and I could really use your help." Panting from my verbal exertion, I exhaled heavily. "Oh, please and thank you."

      "Well shit." Scratching his stubbly jaw, Lucky Casarazzi studied me for a long moment before putting his fingers to his lips and letting out a piercing whistle. "Yo, Noah? Get your ass over here and listen to this kid talk. He could give your wife a run for her money." He turned back to look at me, eyes dancing with amusement. "Hey, kid, you think you can you repeat all of that again for him?"

      If it means you'll help me?

      I grinned. "Absolutely."
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      When the door of my temporary jail cell flew inward in the middle of the night, and my father stepped inside, I knew trouble was brewing.

      Forget trouble brewing, a tornado was about to blow my world down.

      Countless days had passed since our last encounter and I felt like I was looking into the face of a stranger, not the man who'd raised me.

      Barefoot, filthy, and still wearing nothing but Sketch's oversized t-shirt, I was dragged from my cell and roughly transported from the haulage liner to an awaiting speedboat.

      "Where are we going?" I asked, teeth chattering from the night air as it whipped at my face. We were all alone on the speedboat and I was hoping this was my opportunity to get through to him. "Dad?"

      "Don’t speak," he barked, not looking in my direction.

      Shivering, I wrapped my arms around my body and looked up at the stars as waves chopped and crashed against the sides of the boat.

      Chris, I mentally whispered, I'm really sorry, but I think I'm going to be joining you tonight. Look over Sketch for me.

      A lone tear trickled down my cheek at the thought. When I reached a finger up to wipe it away, I caught sight of lights in the near distance.

      A boat.

      No, not a boat.

      A ship.

      Not just any ship.

      The one from my dreams.

      Stop, Romi.

      Don’t think about it.

      Don’t remember…

      I watched in a semi-state of horror as my father steered us towards it. "Turn back," I begged, unable to stop the tears from falling now. "Don't do this." Panic rose inside of me. "If you're going to trade me off or keep me locked up like you did Sketch, then I'd rather die."

      Silence.

      "Dad!" I barked out a harsh sob and jerked to my feet, swaying unsteadily, as the boat moved closer to what I presumed was my demise. "Let me go."

      "Sit down," was all my father replied.

      "And wait for you to what? Trade me off? Kill me?" I choked out a hysterical laugh. "Go fuck yourself."

      His face took on an expression of pure fury. "Ramona –"

      "I mean it, Dad," I screamed back at him, hands balled into fists at my sides. "I'd rather die!"

      And with that confession off my chest, I threw myself overboard.
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      Hands down, I was having both a rare and wonderful day. After the last few weeks of drama, I felt like I had come through hell and entered heaven. And in this particular Quinton-version of heaven, I had been taken up the Coloradan mountainside by two glorious looking men, deposited inside a fancy-pants manor hidden away in the hills, where I was now currently wedged on a luxurious, leather couch between said men – who didn’t look like they wanted to kill me.

      See?

      Best day.

      Thank you, skanky aunt Nora!

      "Well shit," Noah – my cousin's killer half-brother's BFF – said, blowing out a breath when I finished reciting my tale of woe. "You're absolutely right, Luck. Thorn's got nothing on this kid."

      "Right?" Lucky chuckled, thoroughly amused at my expense. "I feel like we need to put them in a room together and watch them fight it out for airtime."

      "It would be a bloodbath," Noah agreed thoughtfully before turning his brown eyes on me. "You up for it, kid?"

      "Question," I said, holding up a finger. "What the hell is a Thorn and will it hurt me? Because I've gotta tell you now, the strongest muscle in my body is my tongue."

      Both men erupted in laughter and I laughed right along with them, a nervous cackle of sorts, while I mentally schemed about how to get these two beasts to help me.

      "Thorn is my wife," Noah replied, smirking. "And that's one helluva story you just told us, kid, but I've gotta ask; does monogamy not exist for teenagers anymore?" His brows furrowed. "Does everyone just date… everyone nowadays?"

      "Hell if I know, man," Lucky mused. "These millennials are a new breed of human."

      "I'm just trying to get this all cleared up in my mind," Noah continued, still frowning. "So, you're dating this Chris dude –"

      "Was," Lucky corrected. "Past tense. Chris is the dead one. Keep up, Noah."

      "You were dating Chris, the nerd," Noah said, changing tenses. "Who was dating Romi, the former popular cheerleader." His brows pinched together. "Who used to date his twin brother Sketch, the varsity jock –"

      "Still dating," I offered. "Well, they're still sexing, at least."

      "They only sexed once," Lucky corrected. "First time in the motel room, witnessed by pervy cowboy here, remember?"

      "Sexed?" Noah arched a brow. "Is that a word now?"

      "Who the fuck knows." Lucky shrugged. "Millennial slang."

      Shaking his head, Noah turned back to me. "And you and the cheerleader –"

      "Ugh, only in her dreams, baby-boomer," I groaned with a shudder.

      "Gotcha," Noah chuckled. "And what about you and this brooding jock –"

      "Sketch," I filled in with a wistful sigh.

      "Sketch. You ever hook up?"

      "Passionately, provocatively, and frequently." I sighed. "And regrettably, only in my dreams."

      "Jesus Christ." Chuckling softly, Lucky stood up and moved for the door. "I need a smoke. All this teenage drama only reminds me that it's coming down the track for us."

      "The hell it is," Noah growled. "I'm homeschooling."

      "Think that's gonna stop your sons?" Lucky laughed. "They're like chips off the old block, Messina."

      "I'm not worried about the boys," Noah called back. "Finn and Jace can't come home pregnant. The girls on the other hand?" He shuddered. "Hell no, they're staying home with their daddy until they're both thirty."

      "Erin, maybe, but good luck trying to tell Taylor what to do. Girl's the reincarnation of her mother."

      "Are you saying I can't handle my wife and daughter?"

      "That's exactly what I'm saying."

      "Fuck you, douche. It's happening. Homeschool is on the cards." Clearly pissed, Noah stood up. "And I wouldn’t be so fucking smug if I were you, mister I only make daughters." Narrowing his eyes at the blond god in the doorway, he added, "That's how many girls now? And still no son for Lucky."

      "Yet," Lucky chimed back with a wink. "My woman didn’t cut my balls off in my prime like some people I know."

      "Ha-ha, asshole." Noah flipped him the bird and stalked after him. "And still no ring for Hope, either. Wow, do I sense commitment issues –"

      "I hate to interrupt this delightful pissing contest, but could ya'll please return your focus to me?" I blew out a ragged breath. "Can you help? Can my friends and I hire you?"

      "Sorry, cowboy, I can't help you," Lucky said, sobering his features as he flicked his gaze to me. "I got out of the game a long time ago."

      My heart sank. "Can't or won't?"

      "Both."

      "That's bullshit," I groaned.

      "That's fatherhood," Noah corrected before following Lucky out of the room.

      "Wait – wait!" I stood up and chased them both outside. "Now, I recognize that I'm in no position to demand favors from either one of ya'll, but please, you've gotta help me." Smoothing my shirt down, a nervous trait, I quickly continued, "I'm in over my head in some seriously murky waters and nobody taught me how to swim with sharks." Still clutching Chris's faithful journal, I thrusted it at them both. "Now, I haven't read it yet. Truth be told, I'm afraid of what I might find. But my friends are in trouble and, dammit, I need a white knight to ride to their rescue. And since I clearly ain't qualified for the job, I was hoping one of ya'll could do it for me. Please. I've already lost Chris. I can't lose Romi and Sketch, too." I sighed in defeat. "Take pity on a poorly proportioned pubescent with a penchant for academics and self-preservation."

      "You done?" Lucky quipped.

      Exhaling heavily, I nodded. "Yeah, I think I am. Did I sell it to you?"

      "Say y'all again," Noah instructed.

      "Y'all."

      "One more time."

      "Y'all."

      He looked to Lucky and shrugged. "What? I like the accent."

      "Then go listen to Lee," Lucky shot back impatiently. "Listen, cowboy, I'm really sorry to disappoint you, but I've got kids to think about. I'm not looking for any more trouble –

      "Neither am I!" I strangled out. "But it's looking for me, and if you don’t help me, there's a good chance I'm not gonna make it to that fancy-pants college I was telling you about." Swallowing my pride, I pushed on, "I am really scared and I am begging you to help me. Please. I'll do anything."

      Lucky stared me down for what felt like an age before inclining his chin. "Alright, kid. I guess I can do you a solid."

      "You can?" My eyes lit up. "You will. Oh my god, thank you so much!"

      "I'm not making any promises," he continued, taking a drag of a cigarette. "And you're gonna owe me, cowboy. And you can bet your ass I'll cash in that favor someday."

      "That's amazing. Wonderful, mister Lucky. Fantastic, sir. No problem. Wow, I can't believe this." Laughing with sheer relief, I stepped forward, arms extended. "Should we hug it out?"

      "No."

      "Okie dokie."

      "Now, give me that damn diary," he ordered. "We've got work to do."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Romi

          

        

      

    

    
      My attempt at evading capture was an unsuccessful one. Fished out of the water by my father before I had a chance to get ten feet away, I was wrestled to temporary safety. Once on board the ship, my hands were tied behind my back, all while surrounded by a liege of armed men.

      Keeping a firm hold of my arm, and totally uncaring of my bad knee, my father dragged me under deck. Drenched to the skin, I stumbled along corridor after corridor, not stopping until we reached an achingly familiar door.

      One with a crack underneath big enough for a child's hand to fit through.

      "Oh my god." My breath hitched at the sight of the brass door handle. "Is this…"

      "Quiet," Dad warned, tightening his hold on arm so hard that I winced in pain. "He's inside?" he asked the giant brute guarding the doorway.

      One stiff nod was all he received in return.

      "Listen to me," my father said in a hushed voice, turning to look at me. "Keep your mouth shut in there. You know nothing. You remember nothing. Do not speak to anyone. Not one goddamn word."

      "Daddy, please don’t do this–"

      "It's already done, Ramona," he interrupted, and then he pushed the door inwards.

      My breath left my lungs in an audible gasp when I was faced with a front-row view of my past.

      The room.

      The men.

      I remembered their faces.

      I remembered what happened in this room.

      Sketch…

      "Calisto Dillon," a man with a thick Italian accent acknowledged from his perch behind an enormous oak desk. Flanking him on either side were four men, all dressed in finely cut, black suits, all stoically silent. "It has been too long, no?"

      Terrified and yet morbidly curious, I let my gaze trail over the formidable looking stranger and couldn’t help but recognize the resemblance he bore to the actor who played Rhett Butler in Gone with the Wind. He was tall and strong, with dark hair and a moustache. Heck, the guy was even puffing on a cigar. But it was his eyes that struck a chord deep inside of my subconscious. I'd seen those eyes before.

      Every day of my life.

      Was this the man I was being traded to?

      If so, what did he have that belonged to my father?

      "Not nearly long enough, Raffaele," my father bit out, tone laced with venom. "Where is he?"

      A low, rumbling laugh escaped the man my father had called Raffaele. "Ah, as direct and to the point as always." His eyes twinkled with mischief and a shiver rolled down my spine. Oh yeah, I definitely knew this man. "You have not changed, old friend," he continued to speak, his accent thick, his tone light and airy. "Of course, old friend is not the appropriate term for a traditore."

      My Italian was non-existent at best, but I could recognize the word traitor in almost any language.

      Danger, Romi.

      You're in danger.

      My father remained uncharacteristically silent, but I could feel the tension emanating from him as he stood beside me, hand still roughly gripping my arm.

      "Tell me, Cal," the Raffaele man continued, sitting down in his chair and setting his cigar in an ashtray. "After all these years, how does it feel to look the man you betrayed in the eyes again?" A wide smile spread across his face, enhancing the lure of his attractive features. This man was as beautiful as he was dark. "I can only imagine it feels like seeing a ghost, no?"

      Dread settled deep in my stomach.

      Something very bad was about to happen.

      It was at that exact moment the man's attention flicked to me.

      His piercing blue eyes locked on mine and I sucked in a sharp breath as a deep feeling of familiarity swept through me.

      "Ramona," he surprised me by saying, curling the R in my name as he spoke. "You have grown."

      Stunned, I could do nothing but stare right back at him.

      In fear?

      In horror?

      In admiration?

      I couldn’t tell.

      Maybe all three.

      "You do not remember me," he mused, more to himself than anyone else. "That is not what I was expecting." He offered me a roguish smile. "I am told that I am a hard man to forget."

      "It was a lifetime ago," Dad interjected. "She remembers nothing of your reign."

      "Fifteen years to be exact," Raffaele countered evenly. "And do not fear, traditora, I remember enough for all of us." Stroking his jaw, he tilted his head to one side, his razor-sharp eyes still studying me. "Do you know why your father brought you here, child?"

      "No." Trembling, I shook my head. "But please let me go," I croaked out. "Please, sir, I don’t –"

      My words broke off when my father's hand connected with my face. "Silence, Ramona," he warned, spitting out the words. "Don’t. Speak. Again."

      Ignoring the tears burning my eyes, I dropped to my knees, more out of shock than pain. My father had never struck me before this moment. Not even once. I suddenly realized what I had always known deep down. I was alone in the world. Without Sketch, I had nothing.

      Sketch…

      "And you wonder why your world is falling down around you," Raffaele mused softly. "You have forgotten the code."

      "Power is everything," Dad snarled, tone defensive, as he roughly dragged me back to my feet. "I remember the code just fine, Raff."

      "Loyalty, family, and then power," Raffaele corrected in an eerily soft tone of voice. "Although, I cannot say that I am surprised to hear you list power. When loyalty was never high on your priorities, was it, comrade?" His smile deepened and it chilled me to the bone. "You betrayed your il capo, your first in command, and you left him for dead." He tutted softly. "And then you took what was not yours to take." With a small shake of his head, Raffaele reached for his cigar and placed it between his lips. "That was most dishonorable."

      "We both know why I did what I did," my father replied, tone emotionless. "I stand over my decision."

      Raffaele's eyes darkened in challenge. "Is that so?"

      "A conscience has no place in our world and yours was blinding you," Dad countered evenly. "Face facts, Raffaele, you got soft and let that pretty, little wife of yours sway your head." He narrowed his eyes. "You let her lead you astray from the family."

      "Which is why you took matters into your own hands?" Raffaele offered coolly. "Why you betrayed your capo and sent me to prison? To put right all of my wrongdoings?"

      "Everything I did was for the good of the family," Dad countered. "I brought in more money –"

      "We do not deal in women!" Raffaele roared, slamming his fist down on the desk. We have never dealt in women. Not in five generations, but what do you do the minute you overthrow me? You piss on our ancestors!" Furious, he grabbed a golden ornament off his desk and threw it against the wall, barely missing my father – who, to his credit, didn’t flinch. "I am not a good man, Calisto. I have never claimed to be. I am a bringer of death, just as every man in this room is. However, I am a fair man. I am a man of the code. But you –" he paused to give my father gun fingers, "you bring shame on all of us. Everything you did was for greed," the Italian continued. "A greed you will soon pay for."

      "Raff –"

      "Was it painful?" he asked then, leaning back in his seat. "When I returned from prison and took back my power? When men – men who you were so convinced of their loyalty – returned to their rightful capo? Did it hurt just a little, Calisto? To learn that power is nothing without loyalty? I imagine it could not have been easy to sleep at night, knowing that I was out there, rebuilding my army by dismantling yours."

      "What is this?" I choked out, horrified. "Are you a part of…the mafia or something?"

      "Or something," Raffaele chuckled, eyes lighting up. "I like this one, traditora. I think I will keep her for my own personal entertainment. Her innocence is very endearing, no? And I must say it doesn’t hurt that she takes after her mamma in the looks department."

      My father's face turned purple. "Fuck you!"

      "No," Raffaele laughed. "Fuck you, Calisto. You are a foolish man," he added, gaze flicking to me. "To bring this beauty to me after all you have done."

      Red-faced, my father cleared his throat. "You agreed–"

      "I know what I agreed to, traditore," Raffaele interrupted, gaze sweeping over me. "I am, however, surprised to say the least, that you agreed to the trade. This one –" he waved a hand in my direction, "you raised from birth, and yet you give her to your enemy so easily."

      "If you think this is easy for me, then you don’t know me like you think," Dad bit out, shaking with temper. "I love my daughter –"

      "You love the daughter you strike down?" Raffaele arched a sardonic brow. "You love the daughter whose life you offer in exchange for your own? That is not love, you fool, that is the act of a coward."

      "I'm his bargaining chip." The words spilled from my lips as I made a split-second decision to trust the devil I didn’t know. "In a sick game of cat and mouse."

      "Indeed you are, Ramona," Raffaele agreed softly. "Except in this instance, your father is not the fat cat." Turning his attention back to my father, he asked, "How is my dear cousin, Christopher? Or should I say your partner in arms?"

      "Mr. Capaldi," I spluttered, trying to piece the madness together, "is your cousin?"

      "Oh yes, Ramona," the Italian replied. "My beloved and favorite cousin…until he vanished when I needed him most." Balancing a cigar between his lips, he leaned back in his chair and played with a tumbler of amber liquid. "Word on the street is that my dear cousin Christopher shacked up with the man who betrayed me." His eyes darkened. "Word on the street is dear old Christopher became your right-hand man."

      "Chris –"

      "Ramona!"

      "Please," I begged, quivering. "Don’t hurt me. Please. I need to get out of here. He did that to Chris. Catochi. Because of him. And then he shot my boyf –"

      "Ramona!" Dad roared, rearing his arm back. "Not another word–"

      "For every finger you lay on your daughter, traditora, I will return the favor tenfold on your son," Raffaele warned when my father moved to hit me again. "I have nothing left to lose. You saw to that when you burned my family alive and attempted to take my throne. Therefore, I would strongly suggest you lower you hand."

      "Son?" Shaking my head in confusion, I looked between both men. "What son?"

      "Your father has kept many secrets, Ramona," Raffaele replied, never once taking his eyes off my father. "He is, what you would call, a dark horse. Am I correct, old friend?"

      "Where is he, Raffaele?" my father demanded.

      "Have you ever felt like a piece of you was missing, Ramona?" Raffaele spoke directly to me, like my father wasn't even in the room. "Hmm? Like something you couldn't quite put your finger on was absent in your heart? Or perhaps, you felt a void deep inside of your soul?"

      Like a fool, I nodded, feeling like this man could somehow see directly into me in this moment.

      "I h-have a br-brother?"

      "You have more than just a brother," Raffaele said softly. "You have a twin, and unfortunately for you, the man whose loins you were borne from has decided you are of lesser value than him."

      Lesser value? "What?" How could this be possible? Trembling, I tore my gaze off Raffaele and gaped at my father. "Is he lying?" I felt like the ground had opened up and I had fallen through to an alternative universe. "Dad, what's he talking about?"

      Ignoring me entirely, my father balled his hands into fists at his sides and glared at the Italian. "Enough of the small talk, you son of a bitch. I'm here. I came without my men or protection, as you demanded. I brought you what you wanted. I have done everything you asked of me. Now, I want to see my son!"

      "What makes you think that I have any intention of returning your son to you?" Raffaele taunted. "When you so callously took the life of mine?"

      "Because I may not be a man of my word, but you are," Dad replied, sounding a little desperate now. "I am not a begging man, Raffaele, but I have been searching for him for fifteen years. Do whatever the hell you want with the whore who took him from me, dammit, but I need to see my son!"

      Raffaele tilted his head to one side, considering my father's words. "No," he finally said. "I think not."

      "I want my son, you bastard," Dad roared. "He's my heir, dammit!"

      "And what about my heir, Calisto?" Raffaele demanded. "Our families were to be joined." He waved a dismissive hand in my direction. "This could've all been theirs, but your thirst for power blinded you." Raffaele continued to muse. "It is ironic, no? That I now intend to do exactly to your heir what you did to mine."

      My father reddened. "We had a deal!"

      "Did she scream?" Raffaele hissed, rising to his feet. "Did my darling Carmella beg for her life before you took it?" His voice took on a deathly cold tone as he walked around his desk and leaned against it. "Did my boy cry for his papa before you snuffed his life out?"

      "Raff–"

      "Answer me, you piece of shit!"

      "You wanted her," Dad ground out, shoving me forward. "She was the price you set. Here she is. I brought her to you, so just take her. Take the girl and give me back my boy!"

      Raffaele shook his head. "Your daughter is beautiful, yes, but not nearly enough of a consolation prize or incentive to clear her father's debts."

      "She's an innocent!" my father blurted out then, causing my mouth to fall open in sheer, unadulterated horror. "Never been touched. Made damn sure of that."

      Raffaele arched a brow. "A virgin?"

      "Yes." My father nodded eagerly. "Two years ago, when I learned of your release, I knew you would seek vengeance so I made alternative plans for her. Kept her clean. Had her date a goddamn gay just to keep her out of trouble! What I did to your fam – and when I learned you knew of their whereabouts –" He stopped short and shook his head. "Listen, you can make a new heir with my daughter." His voice took on a pleading tone. "She is of pure Catalinia bloodline. You know this. Ramona is a great, great-granddaughter of one of the original families. You cannot discredit her worth in our world."

      "I know all about her bloodline, Calisto," Raffaele drawled in a bored tone. "It is why I agreed to her betrothal to my son eighteen years ago!"

      "When I was a baby?" I demanded, tears stinging my eyes. "You gave me away to his son when I was a fucking baby, Dad? What are you guys, some sick sort of perverts?"

      "Ah," Raffaele chuckled. "There is fire buried deep inside the ice that surrounds you, Ramona. You are not the delicate flower you appear – more like a hard-boiled egg. That is good to know. It will keep you strong."

      "Fuck off," I sobbed. "The both of you can go to hell."

      "Are we not already there, sweet girl?"

      Yeah, I was beginning to think we might be.

      "Please," I begged, heart plummeting. "Don’t do this." Tears blinding me, I swung around to grasp at my father's shirt. "Daddy, don’t give me away –"

      My words were cut off when the door swung inwards and a liege of black-suited, armed men marched inside with a young man and an older woman in chains stumbling after them.

      "Ah, just in time for the show, gentlemen." With a clap of his hands, he reached for another cigar and sparked up. "Calisto, may I take this opportunity to reacquaint you with your loving wife, Arabella, and, lest we forget, your long-lost son, Seth."
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      Later that night, I was slumped in the corner of a makeshift bar in a warehouse located inside an abandoned quarry in the middle of bumfuck nowhere, minus Noah, who had to go home for dinner.

      Apparently, the big guy was on a curfew, courtesy of his ball-busting wife, which left me alone with the pretty hitman, who seemed more interested in sexting his baby mama than talking through my feelings. Typical.

      "Sweet mother of Madonna." Pushing my glasses up my nose, I gazed down at my former lover's neat handwriting and bit back a sob at the horror unfolding on the pages. "It's so much worse than I thought."

      "Sure is, cowboy." With his feet resting on the table – highly unhygienic, may I add – Lucky continued to scroll through his cell while nursing a bottle of Budweiser.

      "I have never, nor do I ever plan to saddle up a horse and play giddy-up around the pasture," I blurted out, having had quite enough of the aloof sex-god. "So, sir, unless you have nicknamed me cowboy as some sort of hilarious jokey reference to Brokeback Mountain because of my sexuality, which FYI, is totally shitty, not to mention homophobic, I strongly urge you to stop with the dang cowboy comments!"

      He stared at me for a long moment before tossing his phone on the table. "When I call you cowboy, I'm referring to your accent," he finally said, giving me his full attention for the first time tonight. "I couldn’t give two shits what team you play for, kid."

      "Good. Glad we cleared that up," I huffed, fixing my glasses. "Now, can we please get back to me?" I tapped on the journal before sliding it across the table towards him. "And the fact that I've just read some very traumatic information, not to mention exceedingly intimate confessions, regarding the affairs of the mob!"

      It was all there in writing.

      Everything my boyfriend had unearthed and was then murdered to keep hidden.

      Chris, Romi, and Sketch were all children of criminals. And not just any criminals. Oh no, they were the baby-spawn of mobsters. Their entire lives had been a complete lie

      Chris Sr. and Cal Dillon were both members of the Catalinian Mafia – one of the three oldest and most powerful mob families in Italy.

      Worse, Sketch and Chris weren't twins.

      They weren't even fucking brothers!

      Dear Sibyl and Medusa's snake hair!

      Sketch's real name was Jacob Toretto and he was the son of some mobster god or other, snatched away during an overthrow of power, and then raised by the Capaldis.

      Lucky eyed me curiously. "I'm not sure if you want me to respond to that shit you just spurred or let you throw a fit…"

      "Fit." Wailing loudly, I dropped my head in my hands. "Dear god, let me throw a fit."

      "Then, by all means." He held up his hands. "Go right ahead."

      I sniffled. "Thank you."

      "No problem, cowboy."

      "They killed him," I mumbled, trying to get my head around what I had learned tonight. "Because he figured it out."

      "So much for loyalty," Lucky snorted, taking a drag of his smoke.

      "Huh?"

      "Loyalty," he explained with a shrug. "Means everything in their world. You ain't got loyalty, you ain't got nothing, cowboy." Taking another drag of his smoke, he butted it out in an ashtray, attention turning to something behind me.

      "Bolillo," a man of Mexican descent with a thick accent acknowledged. "It's been awhile."

      "G, " Lucky acknowledged, cool as a dang cucumber, completely unaffected by the shiny freaking gun not nearly concealed enough inside the waistband of this guy's jeans. "It sure has."

      Pulling out the stool next to mine, the man lowered himself down and holy hell, it took everything in me not to gag from his B.O.

      Hello, did these people ever hear of a little twentieth century invention called deodorant?

      Chuckling, this G creature set his gun on the table, right freaking in front of me, and grinned, revealing a set of yellow and gold teeth. "Tired of the family life yet? Looking for some adventure to sink your teeth into?" The big man slapped a beefy hand on the table. "Just say the word, comrade, and a cut with your name on it will be ready and waiting –"

      "I'm not here for work, G," Lucky interrupted, offering the man a warm smile. "I’m in for intel."

      G's bushy black brows shot up. "I see." His attention flicked to me. "Don't tell me he's another damn Carter –"

      "This one's a friend of the family," Lucky interjected before I could answer. "Sister's side."

      "Hmm." Stroking his grizzly beard, the paunchy giant considered this for a long moment. "What do you need?"

      "Everything you have on the Catalinian mob and more," Lucky replied calmly. "I'm talking location, net worth, contacts, men on the ground –" Pausing, he swung his gaze back to me. "What year was your buddy born?"

      "Who, Sketch?"

      "You got any more friends that were stolen as babies?"

      I threw my hands up in a panic. "Well shit, I don’t know, mister. I wasn’t aware I had a single one until less than an hour ago –"

      Lucky rolled his eyes. "I want the name of every baby boy born between 1998 and 2003. It's a tight-knit community, so it shouldn’t be too hard. I'm looking for a kid. Jacob Toretto. I need every damn detail you have on this kid –"

      "Whoa, whoa, Bolillo, you ask for too much." G shook his head. "I ain't got time for this shit. I have a business to run."

      "You know how I roll, G," Lucky shot back, eyes locked on the man. "Do me a solid and I'll owe you one back."

      "Hmm." Grizzly Adams was back to pondering. "I will get you what you need, and in return, you will handle three of my contracts."

      "Get me what I need by the end of the week, and I'll make it an even dozen."

      G grinned. "Oh, Bolillo, how I have missed your crazy ass."

      "Meh." Lucky shrugged. "I could use the workout."

      "Well then," the other man replied with a chuckle. "Consider us back in business, old friend."
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      Nothing in Pocketful is as it seems, Chris had said, and after eighteen years of living a life of lies, I knew that he had been putting it mildly.

      He hadn't just meant Pocketful.

      He meant our entire world.

      I had a brother I never knew existed until this very night. I'd watched my father shoot the boy I loved. I witnessed a confession that was mind-blowingly painful. Things I could hardly comprehend were coming to life right in front of my very eyes and I was powerless to stop it all. What was I supposed to do now? How did I get out of this?

      You can't, a voice hissed in my mind.

      "Wh-what?" I breathed, eyes locked on the male version of, well, me. With his back to the wall, he stood proudly, chin up, blond hair cut short, brown eyes staring right back at me.

      An eerie shiver rolled down my spine, and I felt my feet take an unplanned step towards him before being quickly dragged back by my father.

      "Dad, what's h-happening here –" My words broke off when I locked eyes on the wafer thin, blonde woman. A wave of familiarity swept through me and I winced, brows furrowed in a mixture of shock and confusion, as a tingling warmth spread over me. "Mom?"

      Whoa, why the hell was I calling this stranger Mom?

      She didn't even look like my mother. Besides, my mom was dead. She died when I was six. I remembered because I attended the funeral. Sketch held my hand when they lowered the casket into the ground.

      Sketch.

      The boy behind the door.

      Jesus Christ, what was happening to me?

      "Ramona," she replied, sobbing quietly, as one of the guards stood her against the wall beside my apparent twin.

      "Do not speak to that whore, Romi!" my father commanded, tightening his hold on the back of my neck. "She abandoned you."

      "Abandoned me?" Frantic, I looked around, desperate for answers. "I don’t understand what's happening here!" I screamed, taking leave of my senses. "Someone start explaining. Please! Why does he look just like me? Why do I know her –"

      "She is your mother and he is your identical twin," Dad seethed. "She left me, Romi. That worthless cunt left us both, and she took my son with her!"

      "I must say, traditora, it took me a very long time to recover your little family. I have had men hunting them down since they day you turned my family to ash." Raffaele took a drag of his cigar before adding, "Your pretty wife hid your heir well – almost well enough."

      "She didn't hide him," Dad snarled, visibly shaking. "She stole him away from me, right beneath my damn nose."

      "Pot, kettle, black," Raffaele mused, exhaling a cloud of smoke.

      "No." I shook my head, refuting his words. "My mama died when I was six."

      "She was not your mama, fool!" Dad roared, livid. "She was your night-nurse. The woman I hired to give you nourishment when that whore stole my son and left you behind for me to deal with."

      "I didn’t leave her. I was trying to save our son from becoming you. A monster!" the woman screamed back.

      "She was eight weeks old, you cunt!" Dad roared, pointing a finger at the woman. "She would have starved to death if Loretta hadn't stepped in."

      "Ah, karma is indeed a true bitch, Calisto," Raffaele chuckled. "However, unlike me, you will have a chance to say goodbye to your beloved family." Raffaele smiled. "Before I turn them into ash."

      "No," the woman sobbed, clutching her son – my brother. "Don’t hurt him."

      "Oh…so I should hurt her?" Raffaele asked sweetly, gesturing to where I was attempting to remain upright.

      "No!" the woman screamed, while my father remained rigid. And silent. "Raff, you can't. You loved that little girl like she was your own. She and –"

      "If you're really my mother, then why didn't you take me, too?" The words were out of my mouth before I had a chance to register what I was doing. Trembling violently and not one bit sorry for my outburst, I stared at the woman who was supposed to be my mother and a sob broke through. "Why'd you pick him over me?" Sniffling, I looked to my father. "Why'd you pick him over me?" Tears trickled down my cheeks as I stared at my so-called twin. "Why didn’t anyone pick me?"

      "I'm so sorry, Ramona," the woman sobbed. "I tried to get you out – I swear I did. But I…" sniffling, she took a deep breath, "I couldn’t cope with two children, and I thought you'd be okay. You were sworn to –"

      "Don’t talk to her," Dad bellowed. "Ever. Again."

      Remaining completely emotionless, Seth continued to stare straight at me, ignoring everyone else around us. His stare was so impassive that it frightened me. Did he have any feelings at all?

      "I am growing bored of this reunion," Raffaele drawled in a lazy tone. As graceful as a lion, he strolled over to where my brand-new family were cornered and pulled a gun from his holster. "Now, who's first?"

      "Not my son," Dad begged, eyes bloodshot, as his frantic gaze flicked between Raffaele and the boy. "You agreed, Raffaele. My daughter for my son. You swore –"

      "Fair enough." Moments later, one of his armed men stepped forward and dragged me away from my father.

      "Dad!" I screamed, trying and failing to break out of the relentless hold the man had on me. "Daddy, don’t let him do this to me! Help me…"

      "Shh, little pet." With my back to his chest, Raffaele wrapped his huge bicep around my body and hissed, "This is what you want, Calisto?" I felt the barrel of the gun dig into my temple. "Your daughter for your son?"

      "Ramona," my father spluttered, awareness finally dawning on him. His heart finally seemed to reconnect with his head and horror filled his eyes as he whispered, "Forgive me."

      My father said forgive me.

      Not don’t hurt her.

      Not stop, or I've changed my mind.

      Just forgive me.

      My poor fractured heart shattered into a bazillion pieces.

      Tears clouded my vision and I clenched my eyes shut and held my breath, preparing for the pain that was sure to come.

      "I have had a change of heart," Raffaele mused, lowering the gun from my temple.

      My breath escaped me in a sudden rush and I felt myself grow weak. "She will not die for your mistakes today."

      Now, collapsing on my potential murderer wasn't the plan, but that's exactly what happened. Legs buckling beneath me, I fell against Raffaele, fully expecting him to let me hit the deck like a sack of potatoes.

      Shockingly, he didn’t.

      Hooking an arm around my middle, Raffaele kept me pinned to his chest. "You have two choices, Calisto." He tossed his gun to my father. "But you have one bullet, so do not be foolish."

      As he said the words, every man in the room cocked the hammers on their guns.

      "As I said," Raffaele continued, still holding me up. "I am prepared to offer you two choices –"

      "I choose whichever one keeps me alive," my father growled, hammer cocked.

      "Such a survivalist," Raffaele chuckled, petting my hair like you would a small child. "I will keep your daughter. That is not up for negotiation. However, I will give you the chance to walk out of here with your son."

      My father's hand trembled slightly and I could tell right then and there that he was intrigued.

      "In return, all you have to do is kill his mother," Raffaele added and the boy, Seth, hissed out a sharp breath.

      "Don’t you fucking dare," my brother warned, showing emotion for the first time. "That's my mother, you sick son of a bitch!"

      "Or…" Raffaele continued. "You can do the honorable thing for once in your life and put that pistol in your mouth." Sighing heavily, he added. "You die, and your family gets to live. All three of them."

      I thought it would take my father longer than five seconds to make his decision, but it didn’t even take that.

      He raised the gun and pulled the trigger before Raffaele finished speaking, sending a bullet of lead into the forehead of the woman who'd given birth to his children.

      "No!" I screamed as the woman collapsed in a lifeless heap on the floor. "What did you do!"

      "You fucking monster!" Seth roared, breaking free from his restraints. Dropping to his knees beside her limp frame, he pulled her into his arms. "Mom."

      "Take her to Carmella's chamber," Raffaele ordered, handing me off to one of his men. "And do not harm her, Alberto. Not yet, at least."

      Crying loud and ugly, I watched, trance-like, as Seth rocked her back and forth in his arms. "Mom. Mom…" Another pained cry tore from his chest and he turned his furious gaze on our father. "I will never go with you. Do you hear me? Fucking never!"

      "Your precious heir hates you now, Calisto," Raffaele drawled. "What a shame."

      Dad paled. "Son –"

      "I am not your son!" Seth roared back, clutching his dead mother in his arms. "I was her son and you took her from me!"

      "How does betrayal feel, Calisto?" I heard Raffaele goad as the man carried me from the room. "Because revenge tastes delicious."
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      For the first time in what felt like forever, voices penetrated my thoughts.

      New voices.

      Unfamiliar voices.

      "You don’t understand –"

      "It would be safer to say nothing, asshole."

      "Bolillo, put a bullet in this prick already and let's go."

      "Did Cal send you… no, god, please! Just… don’t hurt him!"

      The hell?

      Blinking my eyes open, I glanced around the sterile room, feeling both confused and blinded by the light pouring through the big ass window.

      My last thought before I closed my eyes was Romi.

      My first, upon opening them again, was Romi.

      Nothing new there.

      "Where is she?" I tried to ask, but the words didn’t come out right. "Rom –" Whoa, gagging on the tubes in both my mouth and nose, I swiped a hand up to get them the hell off me. Disorientated, I yanked my make-shift plumbing out and groaned loudly, ignoring the voices conversing around me.

      "You sure this is the kid?"

      "Yep. Pretty sure."

      "Aye, Bolillo, the things I do for you."

      Feeling weak, I raised a hand to my face and touched my fingers to my temple, desperate to soothe the ache. My gaze then drifted to a tall, blond dude sporting a man-bun. He was dressed in jeans and a hoodie and leaning against the closed door of what I presumed was a hospital room.

      My hospital room?

      Or was I in my bedroom?

      I couldn’t tell anymore.

      Jesus Christ.

      Danger. I knew I was in it, surrounded by it, facing it. Problem was, I wasn't seeing the whole picture. I was blinded and at a disadvantage. Something was off. My whole damn life was off. Asking questions wasn’t getting me anywhere.

      I needed a goddamn break.

      No, I needed Romi.

      Right fucking now!

      "Who the fuck are you?" I managed to slur, vision blurring in and out.

      "The name's Lucky. Your buddy the cowboy sent me." Smirking, the man inclined his chin towards me. "Hurts like a bitch the first time you get shot, huh?"

      "Ah yes," another grizzly looking man mused fondly as he appeared in my peripheral vision, armed with a sawed-off shot gun. "I remember it well."

      Shot? "What the fuck –" I was too hoarse and croaky to make sense of anything. Trying again, I cleared my throat, licked my lips, and released a pained groan. "Romi." I swallowed again. "Where's my girl?"

      "Took me three days to locate you, fullback," the blond man said. "Your daddy did a mighty fine job at making you disappear." Grinning, he walked over to my bed and sat down. "Unlucky for him, I'm all too familiar with the underground Mexican healthcare system." He withdrew a big-ass syringe from the pocket of his hoodie and flicked the cap off. "You and I are gonna take a ride, fullback."

      It was at that exact moment in time that I registered the man bound and gagged in the corner and the monitors surrounding me decided to go haywire, beeping and flashing wildly. Squinting, I tried to focus on the man's savagely beaten face.

      Holy shit. "Dad?"

      "Sleep well, kid," the blond guy said moments before he stuck me in the neck with the damn needle.

      Motherfucker!
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      For the second time in my life, I'd watched somebody take their last breath.

      For the second time in my life, that person had been of significant importance to me.

      First, Chris.

      Then, my mother.

      Numb.

      I couldn’t feel a thing.

      Not anymore.

      Not ever again.

      Having spent most of the night vomiting and dry-heaving, I collapsed on the plush, queen-sized bed in the luxurious room I'd been shown to.

      Rolling onto my side, I curled up in the smallest ball I could and just…stayed like the good girl I was.

      Stay, Romi.

      Run, Romi.

      Quiet, Romi.

      Forgive me, Romi.

      Lies.

      Lies.

      More fucking lies.

      Nothing made sense anymore and everything was lifeless and ugly.

      Blood, bullets, betrayal, and destruction.

      It was all around me now.

      Sniffling, I stroked my nose against the back of my hand and closed my eyes.

      It's a lie.

      Your life.

      His life.

      All of it.

      And just like that, Sketch's voice filled my mind, sending a trembling shudder through my body…

      

      "Hey, Ro? The ground wasn't moving. We were on a boat…"

      

      And now you're back.

      

      "The boy behind the door," I breathed, mulling his name over and over in my mind until I felt a wave of calmness sweep over me. Electric blue eyes. They were all I could think about – all I could focus on as the walls of my confinement closed in around me. "Sketch likes to sketch…"

      Eyelids lulling from a mixture of trauma and sheer exhaustion, I allowed sleep to claim me, knowing that in my dreams, he would keep me company…

      

      Winter formal officially sucked ass.

      Of course, it was only junior year, so I always had next year to look forward to, not to mention senior prom, but if this was a preview of how they would go, then I might just pass.

      Slumped at a table, while my so-called boyfriend played Cards Against Humanity with his sidekick, I felt invisible.

      Why couldn’t Presley bring a date with him to keep me company while he and Chris did their thing?

      It wasn’t that I was jealous that Chris spent most of his time with Pres, I understood that they were best friends, but it made me realize just how much I missed mine.

      Or should I say, my former best friend, who was currently skulking in the corner of the festively decorated gym with his football buddies, and slugging back a fifth of vodka like it was going out of style.

      Watching Sketch from a distance hurt, and if I stared too long, I was in danger of ruining my makeup.

      A wistful sigh escaped my lips and I quickly tore my gaze away from his back.

      Keep it together, Romi.

      You're here with Chris.

      Your boyfriend, remember?

      Ignoring Chris and Presley, who were too wrapped up in their game to notice I was even present, I concentrated on reorganizing my clutch. After that, I decided to give the photo album in my cell a little clear out. Scrolling through and dumping a couple of hundred screenshots – aka: receipts – of mundane he-said/she-said social media drama, I grew bored and tossed it back in my purse.

      What a waste.

      Daddy had paid forty-five hundred for my backless, yellow silk, couture dress and Chris had yet to ask me for a dance.

      I wasn’t high maintenance, dammit, but this was freaking ridiculous. We were just shy of our one-year anniversary, supposed to be in that loved-up, honeymoon period, and yet Chris hadn't paid me more than five minutes of attention all night.

      I wasn't expecting him to serenade me, one freaking dance would suffice, but oh no, he was too busy bromancing it up with his bestie.

      Huffing out a breath, I reached for my cup of spiked punch and tossed it back. And then, for good measure, I grabbed Chris's full cup and tossed that back. too.

      Eyes burning from the taste, I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth and willed my throat to stop burning. It was at that exact moment my eyes returned to Sketch, who was now looking straight at me.

      Fuck.

      Shit.

      Dang.

      Quickly averting my gaze, I reached for Presley's untouched punch and drained it in three huge gulps, all while my heart hammered violently in my chest.

      Just breathe, Romi.

      Don’t freak out.

      So what if he caught you staring at him?

      Just –

      "Dance with me."

      Huh?

      Startled, I looked up and bit back a sob.

      All night I'd been desperately trying to avoid Sketch, and now he was here, standing in front me, looking divine in a tux, and offering me exactly what I wanted.

      Selena Gomez's Back To You wafted from the speakers, and I felt another piece of my heart chip away.

      "Dance with me," Sketch repeated, tossing his jacket on the empty chair next to mine.

      "Wh-what? Now?"

      "Well, tonight would be good," he shot back, and the smell of alcohol on his breath was potent.

      "I, I, I…I, but we, and you –"

      "Stop doing that with your mouth. It makes you look like a fish." He tipped my chin up with his thumb, causing my mouth to snap shut. "Now, get up and dance with me."

      Feeling slightly buzzed and completely off balance, I climbed shakily to my feet, all the while praying that my pounding heart remained behind my ribcage.

      "You look nice," I whispered, unsure of what else to say. Besides, it was a total understatement. He was by far the best-looking guy here. The dark waistcoat and crisp white shirt only emphasized his muscles. "And drunk."

      "Oh really, because you look like mine," he drawled, tucking one hand into his pants pocket, as he stared down at me. "And bored."

      "I look like…" My heart seized in my chest and I quickly looked around to see if anyone else had heard. "Wh-what did you say?"

      His eyes, bleary and bloodshot, still burned with heat. "Let's go."

      "You okay there, Sketch?" Chris asked good-naturedly, finally noticing our tense interaction.

      "I'm taking my girl back," Sketch replied, voice slurring a little as he reached for my hand and tucked me under his arm.

      The brothers stared each other down for the longest moment, before Sketch grinned. "For a dance, that is."

      "Oh." Chris laughed lightly. "Good one, bro."

      Meanwhile, my heart pumped so hard in my chest, I felt faint. I could feel the tears burning at the back of my eyes, but I refused to let them fall.

      "Chris, do you mind?" Anxious, I looked to my boyfriend who gave me the green light with a supportive thumb's up before returning to his all-important card game with Presley.

      Lovely.

      Just freaking lovely.

      Breathing labored, I followed Sketch onto the dancefloor, ignoring the wide-eyed stares we were receiving, as he swung me out for a twirl and then quickly pulled me back to his chest, moving our bodies in rhythm with the music.

      With one hand pressed possessively to my lower back, he tenderly placed my arm around his neck and then did the same with the other hand.

      Tears pooled in my eyes and I carefully kept them open, not daring to blink. I knew if I did, the dam would burst. Blinking tears away never worked when wearing mascara. Therefore, I had to stare them back to hell.

      My hands resting on his shoulders were trembling, my own shoulders rigid. My throat felt like sawdust, my heart crushed to pieces. I was seventeen years old and still completely in love with the boy who broke my heart. I was still in love with my boyfriend's brother.

      "Pretend," he murmured in my ear, pulling my body flush against his, hands moving to rest on my hips. "Just for one dance."

      I didn’t need to ask him what he meant by that.

      I already knew.

      Trembling, I pressed my cheek to his chest and let myself wrap my arms around his waist. This was a terrible idea, one guaranteed to crush my heart to tiny, irreparable pieces, and still, I was all in. Because three minutes of pretending with Sketch was worth the next six months I would undoubtedly spend in therapy.

      I felt his cheek rest on my hair and then his breath fanned my ear. "I love you."

      "I love you, too," I whispered back without an ounce of hesitation.

      A shiver rolled through him that ricocheted right through me.

      Resting my head on his chest, I closed my eyes and listened to every single word of the song playing around us. I counted every one of his thundering heart beats, inhaling him deeply, and wishing the song would play forever.

      "You're the only one who ever loved me the way I needed," I breathed, tightening my hold on his rock-hard waist.

      "You're the only one who ever loved me at all," he replied, so sincerely that something inside of me cracked.

      My face contorted in pain and a sob escaped me.

      It wasn’t fair.

      Why couldn’t he just want me the way he used to?

      Why did it have to be this way?

      Why did I feel like I was losing myself?

      Wrangling in my feelings, I forced myself to ignore the emotional war raging inside of me and slapped on a smile.

      Enjoy this, Romi.

      Enjoy him.

      Be in this moment with him.

      "One more dance," he urged, keeping ahold of my body when the song ended and another began to play.

      Even though we both knew it was over between us, we continued to pretend, recklessly rubbing and grinding our bodies together to the sensual lyrics of Maroon 5's Lips on You.

      Swallowing down a moan, I fisted the hem of his shirt in my hands and pressed my chest flush against his.

      My breath was coming hard and fast, nerves and lust threatening to overtake me, and when Sketch fingered one of my curls before raising it to his nose, inhaling my scent, I felt faint again.

      Reckless and still buzzed from the punch, I slowly untucked his shirt.

      Pulling back enough so that I could watch his reaction, I discreetly slid my hand under the fabric to trace the T-shaped birthmark on his hip.

      His eyes rolled shut and his hips thrust against me of their own accord. One of his hands slid from my hip to grip my ass. Hard. "Fuck."

      Still swaying against each other to the music, I leaned close and pressed a lingering kiss to the part of his shirt that covered his heart, branding the crisp, white fabric with a red-lipstick stain.

      Tightening his hold on my ass, Sketch yanked me closer, grinding his hips against mine, and letting me feel just how much he was enjoying this dance.

      I knew we were playing a very dangerous game, right out in the open, with Chris mere feet away, but when his lips landed on my neck, I forgot to care.

      But then the song ended.

      My breath came out in short, achy puffs.

      The people around us stopped dancing.

      This was it.

      This was it and I wasn’t ready for it to be over.

      I wasn’t ready for him to release me.

      "If it isn’t my buddy," Cage Hernandez, one of Sketch's teammates, cheered, throwing his arms around us both and somehow managing to pull us apart at the same time. "Dude," he hissed in a much quieter tone. "Chris is right over there."

      "I'm…" Sketch's words trailed off and he loosened the bowtie caging him in. Pulling it apart, he let it drape on either side of his neck as he watched me with a storm-ridden expression.

      "Come on, dude," his pal said, steering Sketch off the dancefloor. "You need a drink – and a goddamn reality check."

      Swinging back, Cage stalked right back to me and hissed, "Don’t you think you screwed that poor bastard up enough already?"

      "Wh-what?"

      "Go back to his brother, slut," Cage sneered before racing after Sketch. "Yo, Sketch, buddy, wait up!"

      Thoroughly humiliated, I took that as my cue to get the hell out of there.

      Stopping by our table on my way, I slapped on an extra bright, extra fake smile, snatched up my purse and shawl, and made some mundane excuse about needing some air before rushing for the exit.

      Hurrying out of the school gym, I rushed down the hallway and slipped into one of the empty locker rooms.

      However, the moment I closed the door behind me, it flew back open, slamming against the wall.

      "I should've fucked you when I had the chance." Looking wholly enraged, Sketch stalked towards me, causing my heart to race and my legs to shake. "I should fill you up with my seed right fucking now," he growled, backing me up against the nearest wall. "See what he'd do then." Snaking a hand in my hair, he tugged my neck back, forcing me to look up at him. "Fuck, I'd kill to see the look on that smug prick's face when you're full of my cum."

      My breath hitched in my throat as fear, lust, and confusion all slammed into me. "Wh-what?"

      "Couldn’t do shit if I knocked you up," he growled moments before hitching my dress up. "No. You'd be all mine."

      "Sketch, stop –" Breathing hard and fast, I reached up and cupped his face in my hands. "What the hell are you talking about?"

      His brows furrowed, like he too was confused by the question. "Fuck!" he finally roared and it was a deep, guttural sound. "I don’t even know what's happening," he slurred, as he dropped his head on my shoulder. "Can't fucking think straight anymore."

      "You're drunk," I agreed, trembling.

      "I'm in pain," he slurred, nuzzling his face in my neck.

      "Me too," I breathed, eyes rolling back in my head.

      "Then let's make it stop." His hands moved to my thighs.

      With my body crushed against the wall, I hooked my leg around his waist. "Are you saying that you wanna fuck away the pain, Sketch?"

      Crushing his mouth against mine, he bit down on my lip so hard I was sure I could taste my own blood. "I'm saying I wanna fuck you out of my head." His tongue swiped out, lapping and suckling my cut. A pained snarl escaped him when he hoisted me up and confessed, "I wanna fuck you until these feelings fade."

      "You can fuck me, but you can't shake me off." Aroused and awakened, I wrapped my legs around his hips, hooked my ankles together, and whispered, "I'm ingrained in you just as deeply you're ingrained in me."

      Suddenly, the atmosphere around us changed. The anger dissipated from his limbs and the tension faded from his shoulders. "I still remember just the way you taste," he confessed against my lips. "How you feel when you sleep on my chest every night."

      "Oh god –"

      "It kills me," he confessed, thumb tracing my cheek. "Every day." A pained groan escaped his parted lips. "Seeing you with him makes me want to die."

      "Sketch…" Exhaling shakily, I reached up to brush his hair off his face.

      A deep hum came from his chest, like a lion purring in contentment. He leaned into my touch, lips moving to my wrist. "Mine." Nuzzling the inside of my wrist with his nose, he pressed his lips to the skin covering my erratic pulse and kept them there. "I'm so fucking in –"

      "So, this is what needing fresh air looks like, huh?"

      My eyes widened in horror and I tore my lips away from Sketch. "Presley!"

      Sketch jerked away from me like he had been scalded and scrubbed a hand over his face. "No, no, no, no." Head bowed, he gripped the back of his neck with his hands and roared, "FUCK!"

      "What are you doing in here, Pres?" I strangled out.

      "You ran out of the dance so fast that Chris was worried about you," he replied coolly. "He's outside looking now. I told him I'd check in here." He arched a disapproving brow. "Good thing I did."

      My heart seized with dread. "I’m so sorry."

      "Presley," Sketch said, looking truly distraught. "I know what it looks like, man, but I had a lot to drink tonight and I didn’t…fuck! Please don’t –"

      "Tell your brother that you were two seconds away from fucking his girl?" he offered in a tone laced with disgust. "Don’t worry, Sketch. Your secret's safe with me. I don’t have any intention on being the one to break my best friend's heart." He pushed his glasses up his nose. "But you should know that Chris deserves so much better than either one of you."

      With that, he turned on his heels and quietly left.

      "Fuck..." Sounding thoroughly defeated, Sketch dropped down on a nearby bench. Elbows resting on his knees, he dropped his head in his hands and just rocked back and forth quietly.

      "Did you mean it?" I forced myself to ask. "All that you said?"

      "I can't do this right now," he muttered, head still bent in shame. "If he finds out, he'll send – I can't do this."

      "Did you mean it, Sketch?" I demanded, hurrying to his side. "Because I'll do it. Tell me that you meant what you said and I'll go out there and finish it with him."

      "You can't," he groaned, twisting around like he was in physical pain.

      "Why not?" I cried out. "I want to be with you. I love you –"

      "Well I can't be with you," he roared back, jerking to his feet. "So just quit it, Romi. Just quit fucking talking. Please!"

      "Why not?" I screamed, shoving my hands against his chest. "Why can't we be together?"

      "Because I can't, okay!" he roared, snatching my hands up and stepping around me. "Because I don’t want you like that anymore."

      "Bullshit," I snarled, trembling violently. "If you don’t want me like that, then what the hell just happened between us in here?"

      "I was horny and you were there," he sneered, moving for the door. "That's it."

      "Sketch! Don’t you dare walk away from me again –"

      "Listen, I'm sorry if I led you on, Romi, but that's all there is to it."

      "You're a fucking liar!" I screamed after him. "Wait – don’t go…"

      "I'm sorry. I swear it won't happen again," he said before walking out of the locker room, leaving me alone to pick up the pieces of my broken heart.

      Yep, it was official.

      Sketch Capaldi was the boy who murdered love.
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      Elle King's rendition of My Neck, My Back blasted from the car stereo, making it difficult for me not to throw up a little in my mouth. "What's with the song?"

      Noah, whose turn it was to babysit, well, me, shrugged. "My wife made this playlist for me."

      "Oh, yeah?"

      "She's been doing it since we were teenagers," he explained, as he maneuvered his swanky Lexus through the mountain roads. "Dropping hints in songs. Letting me know what she wants with a mixtape. Playing out her feelings in a playlist." He shrugged and rested one arm against the car door. "It's her thing."

      "Okaaay."

      Awkward.

      I drummed my fingers on my knees, unable to stop myself from blurting, "Well, no guesses needed for what your wife is trying to tell you with this particular hint."

      "I knocked that woman up five times, kid," Noah replied with a smirk. "Trust me, I eat daily."

      "TMI, mister," I groaned, stomach turning. "And I thought you said you have four kids?" I specifically remembered two boys and two girls. "Finn, Taylor, Jace, and Erin, right?"

      "Einín was stillborn," was all he replied and I felt like a huge douche. "She was our first child."

      "Shit, I'm sorry," I muttered, mentally slapping myself in the face. "I didn’t mean to pry."

      "It was a long time ago," he replied, jaw ticking.

      "Still hurts though, huh?"

      He nodded stiffly. "Every day."

      For once, I managed to keep my mouth shut, letting the poor bastard brood in his thoughts. It wasn't easy for me, but I managed to restrain myself and give him a few minutes to linger in the past.

      "So…how do you know Lucky?" I asked, finally breaking the tension.

      "His wife is my niece."

      "I beg your pardon?" My eyes bulged in my head. "Just how old is his wife?"

      "Older than me, actually," Noah replied, smirking.

      "Jesus, I've changed my mind," I muttered, rubbing my jaw. "I don’t want to know a damn thing about ya'll."

      Noah chuckled. "We shared a cell way back in the day."

      "Oh. Synchronized jail sentences. How…delightful." I rolled my eyes, repressing the urge to run for my freaking life. "So, when do you think he'll be back from his little excursion with the creepy biker with the hauntingly bad B.O?" I asked when we pulled into the quarry that was aptly named the Ring of Fire.

      Lucky had ducked out of town with G four days ago, on so-called business, letting me know that he would have the information I needed when he returned.

      As much as I was enjoying this temporary reprieve from Pocketful, bouncing between the Messina's suede couch and the Casarazzi's leather one, I had friends that needed me back home.

      Besides, this place gave me the major creeps. It was clear that some seriously shady and unscrupulous dealings occurred right here in the mountains, miles away from human intelligence – aka: the cops.

      "Now," Noah replied, dragging me from my thoughts.

      "Huh?"

      "You asked when Luck would be back," he explained, pointing to the man on a motorcycle tearing down the dirt road ahead of a van with tinted out windows. "And I said now."

      Climbing off his bike, Lucky kicked out the foot stand, acknowledged our presence with a quick tilt of his chin, and then moved straight for the van, sparking up a cigarette on his way.

      "What the hell is happening?" I whisper-hissed, watching, wide-eyed, as the back door of the van flew open and several men piled out.

      "You asked for his help," Noah replied with a sigh, removing his Ray-Bans. "If you play with the big boys, you get big results."

      "What does…oh my Pistol Annies and hell on heels, is that –" My words broke off when my eyes landed on… "Mr. Capaldi!"

      Chris and Sketch's father was blindfolded and being carted into the warehouse by a couple of shady looking bikers.

      "Guess Lucky found what you needed, kid."

      Watching on emotionlessly were both Lucky and G, who were smoking and conversing like old freaking friends at a high school reunion.

      "Did I make a mistake?" I asked, jaw slack. "Asking him for help?"

      Noah shrugged. "Hell if I know, kid. I'm just a humble ex-con."

      Oh Christ. "Well, is he going to kill Chris's dad?"

      Noah tilted his head, considering my question. "Depends if he's offered enough cash to do it."

      "Oh dear," I muttered, pushing my glasses up my nose, while I plotted my next move.

      "Hold the fuck up!" Springing forward, I pressed my face to the window, eyes glued to the makeshift stretcher being carried out of the van. A wave of familiarity swept through me when my eyes landed on the lifeless frame being carried into the warehouse.

      Oh no.

      Please god no.

      "Sketch!" Shoving the car door open, I fell onto the gravel, legs likes noodles, as my eyes trailed the stretcher containing my friend. "Jesus Christ, Sketch!" I yelled, breaking into a clumsy run. "Sketch! I'm coming, buddy. Hold on, I'm coming –"

      "Whoa there, cowboy," Lucky said, blocking my way with his arm. "It's all good."

      "What did you do to him?" I snarled, roughly shaking his hand off me. "I promised to keep him safe. Do you get that? I promised Chris I would protect his brother!"  Tears filled my eyes and I did the most reckless thing I could in that moment. I slapped the hitman. Across the face. "You asshole!"

      "Okay, first off, ouch," Lucky replied, rubbing his cheek. "Second, I didn’t shoot your friend. His girlfriend's daddy shot him. And third, if you ever hit me again, close your damn fist to do it."

      "Sketch was shot?" Sweet Jesus, I felt faint. "By Cal? When?"

      "At the motel, the night you heard that big bang." Smirking, he gestured with gun fingers. "Looks like you were dead on the money, cowboy."

      "My friend was shot and you think it's funny?" I demanded. "Holy fuck, that was almost three weeks ago."

      "Aye, the boy was shot right in the chest," G interjected with a whistle. "I have not seen too many come back from a wound like that."

      Lucky winked at him before turning his attention back to me. "According to his substitute daddy in there, it was touch and go for a while, but the kid's gonna pull through."

      "Substitute daddy?" I gaped in confusion. "Actually," I held up a finger, "Let's rewind. I'll deal with the daddy issues later. Why isn’t he in a hospital?"

      "He was," Lucky replied.

      "We took him," G added.

      "You took him?" I spluttered. "So, you just what, ransacked a hospital and stole a patient?"

      G nodded unashamedly. "Amongst other things."

      I rolled my eyes. "Let me guess; sachets of sugar from the nurses' station?"

      "Drugs, kid."

      I shook my head. "I can't believe you actually just confessed that to me."

      "Listen, cowboy, you wanted answers and your friends back." Lucky shrugged, like that explained everything. "I got your answers and I got the broody jock and I even threw in a sweetener by bringing the dad." Scratching the back of his head, he added, "I'm still working on the cheerleader."

      "And while I am most grateful for your generous and impeccable abilities in defying odds in the criminal underworld, I must stress the fact that not two minutes ago, you told me that my friend, 'the one you got'," I paused to make rabbit ear quotations with my fingers, "was shot. In the chest. As in, the area that homes the heart. He needs to be in a hospital, not some grimy, criminal cesspool of slime and body odor and degenerate – " G cocked a brow and I let my words trail off into a nervous chuckle. "I'm sorry, mister gangster man. Please don’t let my friend die. Or me…"

      "Relax, kid, he's not going anywhere," Lucky said, completely unfazed by what was happening around us. Completely unfazed by everything, if I was being honest. Jesus, the man was made of ice and steel. "I've arranged for the best surgeon in Boulder to come take a look at him."

      My eyes widened. "You have?"

      At that exact moment in time, a sleek looking Mercedes rolled into the quarry.

      "I could lose my license for this, Casarazzi," an attractive, dark-haired man in his early thirties announced. Climbing out of his car, he grabbed a bag from the backseat and walked towards us. "This is the last fucking time."

      I stared blankly before shaking my head. "Okay, it's not often that I'm out of the loop, but please, can someone explain what's going on?"

      "Presley," Noah said, coming to stand beside me. "Meet Nathan Cole. Resident cardiologist at St. Luke's hospital, Boulder, and my wife's cousin."

      "Any criminal record?" I whispered.

      Noah smirked. "Nope."

      "Really. And no synchronized jail time?"

      "Nope, just an honest, hardworking doctor."

      "Well hello, Dr. Cole," I said with a grin.

      "Just a very married, hardworking doctor."

      "Typical." I sighed. "Just typical."

      "Come on, cowboy," Lucky chuckled, throwing an arm over my shoulder. "Let me fill up that big brain of yours. You won't believe half the shit I've unearthed."

      "I'd prefer if you filled my–"

      "Don’t push it, cowboy."

      "Okie-dokie."

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Sketch

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of incessant beeping was making the ache in my right temple grow to epic proportions.

      Beep.

      Beep.

      Beep.

      Motherfucker…

      Seriously, I did not need this shit right now. I was having a bomb-ass dream involving Romi, some lube, and that pretty little pink bullet hidden in the third drawer of her nightstand.

      "Beep, beep, beep, wake up…" someone whispered in my ear. Someone who sounded awfully like a fake-ass robot.

      "Beep, beep, beep... any day now, beep, beep, beep… I need your help, beep, beep, beep… hurry the hell up, beep, beep, be–"

      "Would you shut that creature up, Bolillo?" another voice barked. "Before I do it. Permanently."

      "Now, now, Jenny, don’t be hasty."

      "Bolillo! Did your new pet just call me Jenny?"

      "It's the name of a Paulo Nutini song. I was making a…uh, never mind," another voice said and this time I recognized it.

      Or should I say him.

      Ah hell.

      With a great deal of effort, I cracked an eyelid open and locked eyes on the nerd leaning over me. "You better not have taken advantage of me while I was out."

      "Oh, maybe just a tad." Presley grinned down at me. "Welcome back to the land of the living."

      I smirked. "Asshole."

      He winked. "Yours or mine?"

      My laugh turned into a painful fit of coughing. "Too sore to joke, Pres."

      He winced and patted my arm. "I'll refrain until you're back on your feet.

      "Appreciate it." Speaking of back on my feet. "Where the fuck am I?" Feeling groggy, I craned my neck from side to side, trying to get my bearings. "Am I…" I turned back to look at him. "Pres, am I in a bar?"

      "Technically, you're on a bar," he replied, hands flailing around as he spoke. "It's a really long, really drawn out story –"

      "I don’t care. I just want Romi." Feeling hoarse, I looked around me, anxiously seeking her out. "Where the hell's Romi, man?"

      "You had to go there right away, didn’t you?" A nervous laugh escaped his lips. "Oh dear." Yanking off his glasses, Pres wiped them on his shirt. "Can someone step in here? Please?"

      "Where is she?" Heart bucking wildly, I dragged myself up on my elbows and looked around what I could only describe as a clubhouse for criminals. "Where the fuck is Romi, dammit!"

      "Do you remember what happened, fullback?"

      The familiar voice had me snapping my attention to the blond prick sitting on the bar. "You."

      Exhaling a cloud of smoke, he smirked. "Me."

      "You stuck me with a damn needle." I narrowed my eyes. "You goddamn kidnapped me!"

      "Guilty as charged." His smile deepened. "But at least I didn’t stick you with the bullet they dug out of your chest, kid."

      "Bullet?" I frowned and shook my head. "The hell are you talking about…" Without permission, my hand moved to my chest to soothe the tightening sensation and I stilled when I felt the bandage.

      Like a goddamn wrecking ball, my memories came flooding back with a vengeance.

      

      "Pull that trigger and all hell will break loose…"

      

      "You'll start a war you can't win…"

      

      "I'm already at war…"

      

      He shot me.

      Years of threats and Cal Dillon actually fucking shot me.

      With a loaded gun.

      What. A. Dick.

      "That motherfucker!" Teeth clenched together, I dragged myself into a sitting position, breathing hard and labored. "Goddammit to hell!" Pain was scorching me and I felt as weak as a child. Fighting through the grogginess, I dragged in a mouthful of air and threw the blanket draped over my body away.

      Great.

      I was in a goddamn gown.

      "Whoa, maybe you should lie back down, miracle man," Presley suggested, tone laced with concern. "You were loaded with lead just a few short weeks ago."

      "Presley," I growled, sliding my feet over the side of the bar. "Are you telling me that I've been out for weeks?" Barefoot, I attempted to climb down but ended up toppling onto my knees.

      "Sketch, you really should lie back down –"

      "Where is she?" I sounded feral, even to my own ears, as I dragged myself to my feet. "With that pyscho freak?" Bare-assed for the world to see and breathing through the pain, I staggered straight for the curly-haired fucker. "Tell me you got her out of there!"

      "She's gone, dude," Presley blurted out, backing away from me.

      "Gone?" I continued to stumble after him, ignoring the pain in my chest. "Gone where?"

      Fluttering around like a damn butterfly, he kept backing up. "Her, ah, psycho father took her?" he offered before diving behind a pool table.

      "What the fuck do you mean he took her, Presley?" Adrenalin coursed through my veins and I balled my hands into fists. "Took her goddamn where!"

      "Funny story." Chuckling nervously, Pres reached for a pool cue and wielded it in front of his body like a weapon. "Mind if I tell it from another room, or state…or heck, maybe another continent?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "Presley."

      "Go back, beast."

      "Did you just swing that thing at me?"

      "Maybe?"

      "I'm gonna fuck you up."

      "The power of Christ compels you!"

      "You little bastard."

      "Quit coming at me!"

      "Quit swinging that damn thing at me."

      "I'm nervous, dammit! You minus Romi makes for an unpredictable –"

      "If you don’t start talking, you're gonna meet an unpredictable end, fucker."

      "Ah hell, Sketch, don’t put me in this position –"

      "Quinton!"

      "Alright! Fine. I'll tell you!" Whimpering, he flailed the pool cue wildly. "Hey, Lucky, you don’t happen to have any more of those needles you stuck him with? Or a straitjacket?"

      "Goddammit, Presley, just tell me already!"

      "Then hold on tight, buddy. Because I'm about to blow your world – and not in the fun way."
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      Several days passed before Raffaele sent one of his henchmen to summon me from my room.

      Cold to the bone, I allowed his guard to lead me back to the room of horror without a fight.

      There was no point in defying him.

      I didn’t stand a chance against these monsters.

      I was underprepared and unprotected.

      "Good evening, Ramona," he acknowledged from behind the huge desk when I stepped inside. "Have a seat."

      Weary to the bone, I hobbled over to the desk and took the chair opposite his, just about ready to get whatever came next over with.

      "What is the matter with your leg?" he asked, eyeing me with curiosity. "You walk with a limp."

      "Last month, I jumped out of my treehouse and tried to kill myself."

      His brows pinched together. "Why would you do that?"

      I stared blankly. "Because I wanted to die."

      My honesty must have taken him aback because he leaned back in his chair and stroked his jaw, expression thoughtful. "And now?"

      Unsure of what to he wanted to hear, I simply shrugged.

      "What do you want now, Ramona?"

      "Sketch."

      "Sketch?" He arched a dark brow. "You want to draw?"

      "No."

      "Then what –"

      "Boyfriend."

      "Ah." A smile ghosted his lips. "I see."

      I doubted it. I leaned back in my seat, feeling lifeless and numb. "He might be dead by now." It was the first time that I allowed myself to think the words, let alone say them out loud.

      "Your boyfriend?"

      Numb, I nodded. "He shot him, too."

      "Your father?"

      Another nod. "He likes to do that."

      "Yes." Sympathy flickered in his eyes. "I am aware."

      "So, did you kill him?" I asked, drumming my fingers on the arm rest of the chair.

      "Who?"

      "My father."

      "I am a man of my word," he replied. "Your father walked free eleven nights ago, along with your brother."

      "That was a mistake."

      His brow arched. "You think?"

      "I know." I looked him straight in the eyes. "He'll come back and kill you first chance he gets."

      Raffaele's lips twitched. "To save his daughter?"

      "No." I shook my head. "He doesn’t care what happens to me. He cares about his pride and you wounded it. You made a spectacle of him. He'll be furious and vengeful."

      "That is true," he agreed. "And he can come when he is ready to finish this. I will be waiting to settle the score."

      I shrugged. "It's your funeral."

      What did I care anymore?

      I didn’t.

      I couldn’t.

      I didn’t have anything left inside me to give.

      "I remember you as a much happier child," he mused in a melancholy tone.

      "I don’t remember you at all," I replied, lifeless.

      "You were three years old the last time I saw you."

      I stared blankly back at him.

      "I am saddened by how your life turned out, Ramona." He sighed heavily. "You had such a different future ahead of you."

      I stiffened. "With your dead son?"

      "You loved Giacobbe and he loved you." He smiled. "From the moment you laid eyes on one another, you were inseparable. It was fate. A solid match. Two of the most powerful Catalinian families coming together." A soft laugh escaped him. "You even held hands in the crib as bambinos."

      I narrowed my eyes. "You're sick."

      "You really do not remember him, do you?"

      "How could I?" I hissed. "I was a baby."

      "My wife, Carmella, adored you." Pain flickered in his eyes. "She would be heartbroken to see you now."

      "How long has it been?"

      Raffaele arched a brow. "Since?"

      "Since my father took me."

      "I am not sure," he replied. "You would have to ask your father that, Ramona."

      Fingers tingling, I pressed them to my temple. "What month is it?"

      "December."

      "December the what?"

      "The twelfth."

      "He's eighteen now," I mumbled, rocking back and forth, still clutching my head between my hands. "I've never missed his birthday before."

      "Who?"

      "Are you going to rape me?" the words were out of my mouth before I had a chance to take them back.

      Raffaele stiffened. "You think I would rape my son's intended?"

      "Your dead son," I replied flatly. "And I heard what my father said about you needing to make another heir."

      "My family is not replaceable," he snarled, slamming his fist down on the table. "So, no, child, I do not plan to rape you." He spat out the words, eyes burning with fire. "I have no intention of creating a new family to replace my old one."

      "What about kill me?" I looked him dead in the eye. "Do you plan to do that? Because if you do, I could really use a nine-month hall pass."

      Confusion encompassed his features. "What are you saying, Ramona?"

      "I'm saying that I think I might be pregnant."
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