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For my mom. I’d give almost anything to hug you one more time. I hope you’re proud of me for finally following my dreams.
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“This new family will love you. I’m sure of it,” Rebecca assures me as we slide into her newer model ford sedan. I buckle my seatbelt and settle in while admiring the clean interior and new car smell.

Rebecca Ship, who replaced my old social worker, showed up at my last foster home with the proper documentation. Anyone who can get me away from Mr. Track is a Godsend in my eyes. Rebecca has shown me nothing but kindness, but I don’t trust her. Even though she seems nice enough and removed me from the filth of Track’s house, people always come across that way at first. It never lasts, and I learned early on no one can ever be fully trusted. My last foster father, Track, epitomizes this with the way he worked to lure me closer to him. Dealing with men like him before, I wised up quickly to his advances and made myself scarce. Because of this, when Rebecca chats to me about the foster home she found, I listen to her and smile or nod when appropriate. But when she asks if I have questions or concerns, I simply shake my head. No matter what I say, it won’t change the outcome of my situation.

I’ve managed to survive this long. The few months until my birthday and graduation should be a breeze. In theory, it won’t be hard to keep my head down and my mouth closed for three months. Then again, I tend to lack a filter at times. It gets me smacked around on occasion. Calling Track an ass got me the bruise on my cheek.

“This is a large family, Parker,” Rebecca admits, tapping her fingers nervously on the steering wheel as we zoom down the freeway. “The parents have been together for a long time. They’ve been fostering for nearly as long as they’ve been married, though they haven’t taken in anyone new in quite a while. They have biological children and adopted children. Seven kids in all, though the older ones don’t live at home anymore.”

My breath catches at this new information. Seven kids. While not uncommon for a foster family, it usually means I’m more of a pain in the ass to them. Those families generally end up being the worst to live with. Taking a deep breath, I prepare myself for the inevitable crap show awaiting me.

As we continue to twist and turn through the streets, I become confused. Rebecca heads into a ritzy suburban area. The houses grow larger and larger. Rebecca never told me where these people live, but this doesn’t seem right. Houses as nice as these belong in magazines or movies. I sure as hell don’t belong in one, even as a guest.

We pull to a stop outside a massive three-story brick house. Rebecca parallel parks her car on the side of the quiet street. A large iron gate blocking the driveway opens automatically when we exit the car. I search around, trying to figure out who opened it, but I don’t find anyone. Rebecca gestures for me to follow her. Wordlessly, I push my bag higher onto my shoulder and trail behind her. Going into such a lovely place wearing baggie cut off jean shorts and an old shirt makes me uncomfortable. I don’t own anything better, though. With no other way for me to change my appearance, I go about undoing my ponytail, smoothing my long dark blonde hair back, and tying it up again.

Rebecca gets to the door and rings the bell, turning to me and offering a reassuring look. Her genuine smile and happy demeanor make me uneasy. I don’t dwell on it for long before the front door swings open, and a woman in her forties stands in front of us. Her red hair hits right above her shoulders, framing her freckled face. She and Rebecca both stand a few inches taller than me. 

 “Rebecca!” She smiles when she spots the social worker but her smile falters when she notices me standing next to her. Her bright green eyes bounce from me to Rebecca and back again. She recovers herself quickly, and her smile reappears, directed at me. “You must be Parker!”

Her arms spread wide, and she takes a quick step towards me. Instinct takes over, and I flinch away from her, stumbling backward a few feet, nearly falling down the steps of the front deck.

Squeezing my eyes shut with embarrassment, I take a few breaths before peeking up at the woman in front of me. She gapes at me with wide eyes. Her hand covers her mouth, and her eyes shine with unshed tears. Leave it to me to make a great first impression on this lady. She probably thinks I’m a nutcase now.

Rebecca drops her head down, and she rubs her hand through her dark hair in frustration. Before I can apologize for acting like an idiot, a man’s voice floats to us from inside the house.

“Maggie? Is that Rebecca at the door?” He calls out, causing the woman, Maggie, to spin around.

“Yeah, Honey! We’ll be inside in a second,” she calls back with a slightly shaky voice. Her shoulders rise and fall heavily as if she took a deep breath before she turns back to us. She blinks quickly a few times, clearing her eyes of any moisture. Briefly, I wonder if she might want to cry because she already realized her mistake in agreeing to take me in. Her big smile softens significantly as she steps to the side and holds the front door open. “Would you like to come in?”

I stay quiet, allowing Rebecca to take the lead. She nods and gestures for me to follow Maggie into the house. Trailing behind Maggie, I allow my gaze to wander. The beauty of the home stuns me.

Polished hardwood floors and light tan walls make the home warm and inviting. Dark wooden furniture matches perfectly. Everything is pristine. “This place is amazing,” I murmur softly, taking everything in as we walk along. 

“Thank you, dear,” Maggie chirps happily. “I have a great interior decorator.” 

The air leaves my lungs in a quiet huff. It makes sense these people have the means to hire a decorator, but it shocks me to be staying in such an upscale place.

Maggie leads us through the enormous entry way, past a picture-perfect living room, and into a state of the art kitchen. The table in the dining room off to the side of the kitchen seats twelve, and I suddenly wonder what their children might be like. Rebecca said seven kids make up the family, biological and adopted, but there aren’t any around to back up her claim.

When Maggie moves out of the way, I find a man close to Maggie’s age standing at the kitchen island. His dark brown hair falls in waves to his ears. His apron reads I’m not aging. I’m marinating. The vegetables on a chopping board and the knife in his hand surprise me a bit. Perhaps he’s their chef or something. If they can afford an interior decorator, they can surely afford a personal chef. I don’t expect it when he glances up with a friendly smile. His grin widens when he notices Rebecca and Maggie in the room. 

The mystery man sets his knife down and wipes his hands on a dish towel. “Hello again, Rebecca,” he greets her, putting his hand around Maggie’s shoulders and pulling her gently to his side. Probably not the chef, then. I don’t remember ever seeing a man cooking before, not food anyway. How weird. “It’s been a long time.”

His gaze falls on me and, like Maggie, his smile falters slightly as he looks me over. He sighs quietly, giving Rebecca a meaningful glance before addressing me. “You must be Parker. I’m Collin Harper. I’m Maggie’s husband. It’s great to have you here.”

I try to smile, but it comes across as a grimace. Their reactions to me make it clear they’re anything but happy about my presence here. Rebecca probably offered them extra money to take me in or something. I can’t come up with any other reason for them to agree to this. Not being used to attention, their gazes have me fidgeting with the hem of my shirt and chewing on my thumb nail. My anxiety bubbles up, twisting my stomach in knots. The three of them stand in awkward silence and stare at me as if I’m some sort of alien. If they’re waiting for me to get chatty, they’ll be waiting a while. My mouth always gets me into trouble, and I don’t want to screw this up yet.

Collin clears his throat and breaks the silence. “Well, how about Maggie shows you to your room and you can get settled while I do the paperwork with Rebecca?”

I nod slightly and follow Maggie when she leads the way out of the room. She takes the stairs right off the kitchen to the second floor and turns down a hallway to the right. She opens the third door on the left and walks right in. I stand at the threshold and gape in awe.

Everything from the bed frame to the decor includes some shade of white or sunny yellow. Maggie bringing me to this room must be some kind of joke. No way in hell would this beautiful room be for someone like me.

Maggie turns around and notices me still in the doorway. She must take my silence and hesitation as disapproval because her brow wrinkles, and she begins rambling. “I’ll help you decorate it if you’d like. I’m sure you want it to be more personal. It was just a guest room, but now it’s yours so do whatever you want with it. Austyn and I decorated it. We made it bright and airy, so guests felt at home. Though, I’m sure you have different ideas of what you’d want.”

Shaking my head to stop her rambling, my mouth drops open, and I step slightly into the room. She can’t seriously believe I hate the room.

“It’s amazing,” I assure her, still taking it all in. “I’ve never—” An unfamiliar male voice yelling up the stairs cut off my words.

“Mom! Greyson and I are home!” the voice shouts. It startles me, and I press my back into the door frame, ensuring no one can sneak up on me.

“Be right down, Duncan!” Maggie shouts back, smiling happily at me. “Ready to meet Duncan and Greyson?”

I want to say, “Not even close”, but instead I nod and follow her back downstairs after depositing my bag in the corner of the bedroom at Maggie’s urging.




















CHAPTER TWO












[image: Image]










Making our way to the kitchen once more, I hesitate when all of the voices drift from the room. I'm awkward and stupid around new people. They make me anxious which increases the chances of me having a panic attack or saying something idiotic. I held a small amount of hope I would be able to ease into meeting the whole family, but it seems impossible now.

Keeping my expression neutral, I continue on after Maggie. Entering the kitchen, I search out the new people. While I don’t consider myself to be a wimp, my anxiety gets the best of me sometimes. My breathing comes out in short bursts. My chest tightens and my throat begins to close up, almost as if I’m having an allergic reaction. I roll my eyes mentally. Leave it to me to be allergic to new people. Doing my best to keep myself together, I stop when Maggie does. Stepping around her slightly, I spot the two strangers.

“Duncan, Greyson,” Maggie addresses the two of them, calling the older guy Duncan. “This is Parker Thomison. Parker, this is Duncan and Greyson.”

I make eye contact with the older guy at the same time he takes a step in my direction. Stiffening, I wait for him to make a move. Whatever his intentions might have been, my awkward reaction stops him in his tracks. His eyes widen, and he glances from Maggie to Collin, then back to me, his gaze zeroing in on the bruise I have on my cheek; a parting gift from Track after I told him he was an ass and shouldn't be allowed near humans let alone allowed to foster children. I take a moment to allow my eyes to roam over him as he takes another step back. This guy probably assumes I came fresh from the sewers with the way he’s dressed.

Duncan stands taller than me by at least six inches. With his short strawberry blonde hair brushed neatly back, his wide, grayish-green eyes stand out. He wears a pair of tan slacks and a perfectly pressed blue button up shirt that accentuates his slim, defined muscles. He clearly belongs in the rich part of town.

The little boy next to him has to be the cutest thing I’ve ever laid eyes on in my life. He watches me with bright grey eyes and a wide smile. I can’t help smiling back at him as I take in his muddy clothes and face. He only comes up to Duncan’s hip. His light blonde hair has been shaved short in a buzz cut. He takes a few quick steps toward me, and I notice Maggie and Collin stiffen. They obviously don’t want their little boy near a dirty lowlife like me. My eyes burn with tears I refuse to allow. The little boy, completely oblivious to his parents’ discomfort, hops right up to me, craning his neck to make eye contact with me. 

“I’m Greyson, I’m four,” he states, holding his hand out to me to shake. 

Slowly placing my hand in his, giving his parents enough time to protest if they want to, I give his small hand a shake. “I’m Parker, I’m seventeen.” 

“You’re a girl,” he informs me, tilting his adorable head to the side. “I’m not a girl. I’m a boy.” 

A chuckle draws my attention before I answer Greyson. Duncan tries to cover his laughter with a cough, failing miserably. “It’s nice to meet you, Parker.” Duncan’s deep voice causes my cheeks to heat for some reason. A soft smile graces his lips, and I suddenly find myself staring at his mouth. If he catches me creeping on him, he may find me insane or something, but I can’t seem to turn away from him and his smile. Somehow it comforts me. It calms me slightly from all the chaos of the day. An odd reaction to a simple smile, but I welcome the comfort.

“Is there a reason you’re covered in mud, little man?” Collin interrupts with his focus on Greyson. My nerves flare again, and I ready myself to step in to help Greyson if needed. Defending younger kids in foster homes isn’t new to me. Over my dead body will I allow a child to get hurt when I can do something about it.

Greyson simply giggles. “I did ‘struction stuff,” he admits proudly. 

“He was at the site with your brothers today, wasn’t he?” Maggie chuckles and waits for Duncan to answer her. Though, she clearly knows the answer already. 

“I got a call from Declan telling me to pick up the trouble maker,” Duncan confirms. “He was worse when I showed up, but I was able to hose him off a little before we left. The guys are lucky I keep towels in my trunk, or they’d be cleaning the inside of my car out tonight.”

 “Come on, little man.” Collin sighs, taking Greyson’s small hand in his. “Let’s finish cleaning all the mud out of your ears before it gets stuck.” 

“Daddy.” Greyson laughs loudly, shaking his head. “Mud can’t get stuck in there. That’s just silly.” 

“Yeah, that’s the silly part of this.” Collin snorts, clearly amused by his son. My defenses lower as they walk away happily.

“Duncan,” Maggie calls, gaining his attention. “It’s getting close to dinner time. Where are your brothers? Did they get my message from earlier?”

Duncan pulls a cell phone out of his pocket and presses a few buttons before nodding and turning to his mom. “They’re all working for the most part. We got your message about the new situation, and they said they would come home as soon as they can. Most are working late or have plans tonight, though. We’ll probably see them tomorrow. The only two that are wild cards are Lochlan and Dom. They’re up to their ears in work and haven’t answered my messages. I have no idea if they know what’s up.”

Maggie simply nods as if she expected his response. I notice she didn’t ask about any sisters, and I wonder if all of their children are boys. “Okay then, Parker, why don’t you go get settled into your room? Duncan can show you the way again.”

Duncan nods eagerly. “Right this way, Parker.”

I follow him back up the stairs, not bothering to admit I don’t need his help. I don’t want to be rude to him by telling him I remember the way. Once at the door to the guest room, Duncan motions to a door at the end of the hall.

“That’s the bathroom,” he informs me, then blushes slightly and rubs the back of his neck in a nervous gesture. “I, uh, I’m sorry, but you have to share with me and Austyn. My parents have their own bathroom. Besides theirs, there are only two other bathrooms that can be shared between the four, now five, of us living at home. Greyson and Talen share the other one. Trust me when I say you’re better off sharing with Austyn and me than with those two. Of course, you should probably keep an eye out for Talen. If he finds a chance to steal this bathroom, he will. He likes the shower better.”

I nod my understanding. “Thanks.” 

He smiles softly and strolls a few feet away from me before turning back around quickly as if a thought suddenly occurred to him. “If you need anything, Parker, just say so. I’m more than happy to help in any way I can.”

I blink at him a few times, allowing his words to process. He waits patiently for me to respond. When nothing intelligent comes to mind, I simply thank him again in a whisper.

Duncan smiles brightly, his whole face lighting up. Duncan turns without another word and heads back down the hall. I wait until he rounds the corner before entering the room.

Unpacking my bag takes only ten minutes. I own next to nothing, which makes moving around really easy. A few pairs of jeans, some second-hand shirts, and a pair of sneakers make up my wardrobe. Once done folding my things and putting them in the top drawer of a large dresser, I stash the bag in the far corner of the walk-in closet and sit down on the end of the queen-sized bed. I assume Maggie and Collin want to talk to Rebecca without me around, but now I find myself at a loss as to what to do. Part of me wants to eavesdrop, but I decide to stay put until they come for me.

On more than one occasion, I’ve been forced to stay in my room for long periods of time. This room is the first one I wouldn’t mind never leaving. Lying back, I sigh slightly as my body melts into the soft bed. The room smells like lemons and summer. My lips twitch with a small smile as I inhale deeply and snuggle into the yellow and white quilt. I decide to close my eyes for a few minutes while I wait.
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My eyes snap open, and I sit up quickly. It takes me a moment to remember where I am, but the events of earlier hit me all at once. I jump off the clean, soft bed. A quick glance out the overly large, curtained window tells me I fell asleep for a lot longer than I meant to. With no watch or clock, there’s no way of knowing the time, but the pitch black sky tells me plenty. 

Obviously, no one came to find me after Rebecca, Collin, and Maggie talked earlier. They probably didn’t want me to join their family for dinner. It isn’t anything new to me. Eating a meal with the people I stay with is a rare occasion. I’m not part of these families; I’m not their real child. There’s no reason for me to participate in their family activities. 

With a tired sigh, I decide to sneak from my room to find a clock and raid the fridge. I almost always eat my meals at night when everyone sleeps. No one grumbles at me if I sneak my food and eat alone. I may give myself a quick tour of the house and find out what areas to avoid. Slowly, I tip-toe to the door of the bedroom, careful of each footstep and noting any squeaky spots. It wouldn’t make a good impression if I wake the household. Once to the door, I flip on the light and turn the handle; pulling it with painful slowness to be sure it doesn’t make any noise. 

Breathing a quiet sigh of relief when the door doesn’t cause any problems, I silently make my way into the hall, closing the door part way, and heading toward the staircase. Turning the corner, I freeze in place when a giant, shadowy figure at the top of the stairs catches my eye. 

I hold my breath, wish myself invisible, and try to come up with a plan to sneak back to my room unnoticed. I don’t know if this person lives here or broke in, but strolling over and asking him seems like a bad idea. Of course, my wish of invisibility doesn’t come true, and the figure stops suddenly when I try to take a small step backward. Without waiting to find out what the guy- or monster- wants, I turn on my heel and run back the way I came. Not my best idea, but in my panicked state, I don’t have a better plan. Luckily, I turned the light in my room on. It guides the way down the dark hall. As I rush to my room, I try to come up with some kind of plan for when I make it back. The only thing I can think of is jumping out the window. 

When I reach my room, I push the door slightly open, slip in, and turn to close it. Before I can, I notice the monstrous guy coming after me a good deal faster than anticipated, and my panic intensifies. My heart hammers so hard in my chest I wonder if he can hear it. My breathing becomes labored and my hands tingle. The guy must be some kind of mass murderer, and he wants to chop me up because I spotted him. No normal person would rush after someone with such determination. Rather than wasting time shutting the door, I hurry to the window and throw it open. A screen slows down my terrible plan of jumping two stories. The giant serial killer rushes into the room before I can pop the screen out. 

“What the fucking hell do you think you’re doing?” He roars, towering over me as I cower against the window. 

My body shakes, and I try my best to fight off the panic attack taking over. What a terrible time for crippling fear to set in. From the corner of my eye, I notice something shiny on the desk beside us. I grab it and thank my lucky stars it appears semi sharp. 

“Back up or I’ll... I’ll hurt you,” I threaten. Of course, my threat comes out about as scary as a kitten’s meow, but it does the trick. Sort of. The crazy killer guy backs away a step, his eyes darting from my face to the object in my hand. My focus goes to the object as well, and I cringe when I realize I picked up a ruler. 

The giant smirks when he notices my weapon of choice. The second he figures out I’m virtually defenseless, he reaches around his back. Shutting my eyes tight, I decide right then I don’t want to know what he might be reaching for. “Lochlan!” A slightly familiar voice shouts from behind the giant. 

My eyes pop open to find the giant pulling a phone out of his pocket and glancing over his shoulder at the same time. I nearly faint when the gun in his other hand catches my attention. “I was about to call Dad. We have an issue,” he explains to Duncan, who steps further into the room. 

“You’re damn right we do!” Duncan hollers, placing himself between me and the psychopath. “Are you seriously holding her at gunpoint? What is wrong with you?”

My breathing becomes uncontrollable at this point, and my entire body tingles as my vision blurs. An uncontrollable panic attack sets in, causing my heart to beat erratically and my chest to tighten painfully.

“Parker, I need you to take a deep breath for me.” Duncan’s voice floats through the fog taking over my mind. “Breathe in deep, and then let it out nice and slow. You can do it.”

I try to comply with his request and fill my lungs. It takes a few failed attempts before I finally pull in enough air to clear my vision. After a few additional slow, deep breaths, I’m breathing somewhat normally. When my focus returns, Duncan stands in front of me. His presence helps to calm me. He appears pleased with my ability to follow his instructions, pulling in more deep breaths and letting them out slowly. A small smile graces his lips, easing my panic further.

“You’re doing perfect, Parker,” Duncan encourages, slowly placing a gentle hand on my forearm. 

His touch brings my attention to my hand, finding it still wrapped around the ruler in a death grip. I loosen my grip, allowing the ruler to drop to the floor, then shake my hand a little to ease the hurt of the ruler’s indent. 

“What the fuck, Duncan?” The giant’s deep voice now softer as he steps back a bit and tilts his head, a confused frown on his handsome face. 

For the moment, the guy isn’t trying to chop me up or shoot me; I take a second to allow my eyes to roam over him. He stands well over two heads taller than me with milk chocolate brown eyes and dark buzzed hair. A light smattering of stubble decorates his jaw. His short sleeved, dark grey shirt shows off extensive tattoos on his olive skin. A black leather belt loops around his black jeans, and from his new angle, I notice a gun holster with his gun now back inside, attached to the belt on his right side. When he crosses his giant tattooed arms over his massive chest the muscles bulging terrify me. A few more minutes without Duncan coming to my rescue, and this guy would have smashed me like a bug even without his gun. All he needs to do is use his pinky and flick me, and I’d be a goner. His strong jaw and thick lips are set in a scowl as he waits impatiently for Duncan to answer him. 

Duncan straightens up and turns to the giant, still keeping himself in front of me. “Lochlan, this is Parker. She’s the girl mom texted you about. Parker, this is Lochlan. He won’t hurt you, I promise. He’s my brother.” 

I peek around Duncan and find Lochlan with a slightly guilty expression as he watches me closely. “I didn’t get her message. My phone’s been turned off all day,” he admits, his scowl coming back and any trace of guilt disappearing. “No one bothered to call the office and mention a new kid?” 

“Yeah, mom did earlier today. You just didn’t get the message apparently. Rebecca brought her over earlier today, and she isn’t a kid.” Duncan turns around and smiles softly at me. “You’re seventeen, right?” 

I glance at Lochlan then back to Duncan. “Uh, for another month I am,” I admit, only half paying attention to Duncan. A big part of me wants to pick the ruler up and throw it at Lochlan for calling me a kid. Being short means I get mistaken for a younger child a lot. It irritates the hell out of me. 

“Good job trying to kill the girl, Lochlan,” a new male voice calls from the doorway to the room. 

It takes me by surprise, and I let out a squeak, stepping back into the wall. When did another guy show up, and why do they keep coming into my room? The new guy comes into view, and I check him over as he stands casually behind Lochlan and Duncan. His hands rest in the pockets of his black jeans. He wears a short-sleeve, grey shirt, same as Lochlan. I notice he also wears a gun on his side, and I can only hope the two of them work together on the side of good. Though with my luck, they’re probably criminals, and the serial numbers on their guns have been filed off to avoid identification. Probably time to stop watching crime shows.

The new guy and Duncan stand close to the same height, about a head taller than me. His eyes glow a honey caramel brown. His messy dark brown hair makes me want to run my fingers through it to fix it. The idea surprises me, and I turn away from him in case he can read minds or something. 

The new guy clears his throat, and my eyes dart back to his honey ones. He smirks slightly, and I know he caught my blush as I checked him over. I duck my head and cross my arms around my stomach. 

“Oh, sorry.” Duncan chuckles. “Parker, this is Dominic. I didn’t know you came in with Lochlan, Dom. This is Parker. Though, I think you heard me introducing her to Lochlan.” 

“Yeah, we both finished up our paperwork at the office around the same time,” Dominic explains, his intense eyes still trained on me.

“Right, well Parker was asleep for dinner, and I’m sure you two haven’t eaten anything good since you started working that case, so how about we all go to the kitchen for something to eat before we get to bed?” Duncan suggests, but doesn’t wait for an answer before heading out of the room. Lochlan watches me expectantly for a few seconds, clearly waiting for something. Rocking back on my heels, I simply stare at him. What does he want me to do? Is he making sure I don’t get the ruler and go after him or something? Perhaps he doesn’t want me to go downstairs with them like Duncan suggested. I don’t truly care what he wants, but I don’t want him pulling out his gun again. 

Dominic’s deep chuckle pulls my attention away from Lochlan. “He’s waiting for you to go first. His manners are impeccable, don’t you think?” 

I snort, trying to keep a laugh in. Lochlan glares at Dominic, clearly not amused by him. 

Dominic ignores him, stepping out of the way of the door. “Ladies first,” he offers gesturing to the door. 

“Erm, thanks,” I mutter, hurrying past them to catch up with Duncan. I don’t want to stick around and watch the awkward tension between Dominic and Lochlan. Before I fully walk out of earshot, I overhear Dominic whispering to Lochlan. “Was she really going to try and defend herself with a ruler? It’s not even metal.”

Duncan beats us all to the kitchen. When I arrive, the leftover spaghetti he placed in the microwave spins in circles as it heats up. He grabs four bowls and sets them on the island, in front of the stools. Lochlan and Dominic each sit on a stool, waiting for Duncan to finish heating the food. When he sets the large container of hot spaghetti on the island they dish out some for themselves. Duncan chooses to lean against the island across from Dominic and Lochlan while he eats. Dominic adds some to the bowl next to him. He pats the stool in front of the bowl he filled while glancing at me then goes back to his food. My feet won’t move; all I can do is gape at them. 

Duncan being the first to notice my confusion stops eating. He stands up straight and eyes me with concern. “What’s the matter? Do you not like spaghetti? I bet we have something else you would like.”

Lochlan harrumphs and rolls his eyes. “Let me guess,” he growls, turning his narrowed eyes to me. “You only eat organic foods and never carbs? Or maybe just vegan crap?”

“No, I love spaghetti,” I assure Duncan, ignoring Lochlan’s rude comment. “But don’t you think they saved this for their kids?” 

“We are their kids,” Dominic mutters through a giant bite of noodles. “Did you really think we were intruders just chilling in the kitchen, using the microwave?”

“No,” I growl, focusing a glare on Lochlan and pointing my finger his way. “I thought he was an axe murderer but Duncan calling him by name cleared that up for me.”

“Jokes on you,” Dominic quips. “He doesn’t have an axe.”

“Lucky me,” I mutter, shaking my head and attempting to hide my grin. “Seriously, though. Shouldn’t we save this for their real kids?” 

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Lochlan shouts, dropping his fork into his bowl and turning his body toward me. 

Jumping back a step, I put my hands up defensively. “Holster your gun, Yosemite Sam. I just meant their biological kids. You know, their real kids.” 

“You don’t consider adopted children to be real kids?” Duncan asks, tilting his head and scrunching his brow in genuine confusion. 

Shrugging, I chew on my thumb nail, a bad habit I need to work on. “It’s just the way it is. People have their real kids, the ones they want. Then they have the kids like me.” 

“Kids like you?” Dominic repeats, clearly as confused as Duncan.

Nodding my head, I shuffle my feet awkwardly. They clearly don’t understand the way things work. “Foster kids,” I explain, frowning at my shoes. These guys must be the real kids if they find it necessary to ask. “The kids they get paid to deal with. Foster parents don’t actually want the kids like me, the foster kids. They put up with us because of the check they get . We aren’t their real kids, so they don’t want us around. We aren’t part of their families.” 

“Okay, seriously,” Dominic prods, leaning around Lochlan to watch me better. “Where did you hear that crock of shit from?”

“I didn’t hear it, I lived it,” I assure him with a shrug.

Duncan sighs sadly. “Parker, this isn’t their food,” he promises, putting air quotes around the word their. “It belongs to everyone in the house, including you.” 

“I’ve fallen for this trick before.” I shake my head and move slowly toward the stairs with narrowed eyes. 

Lochlan raises a brow, clearly amused. “What trick?”

“You offer the good stuff, promising it's all fine with the parents. I eat it and get in a load of trouble for your entertainment.” I take another step back. “Either that, or you’re about to offer me some kind of messed up deal in exchange for this food, and I’m not doing anything like that. So, either way, if I eat the food, I’m out of luck. I’d rather find something in the fridge that they won’t miss and munch on it.”

“Jesus,” Dominic mutters, running his hands through his dark hair. “That’s some fucked up logic, Muñeca.” Briefly, I wonder what he called me, but brush the thought aside.

Duncan nods his agreement with Dominic. “All you have to do is eat what you want, Parker. You don’t have to do anything else. You never, ever, have to do anything you don’t want to do. As far as a trick, we wouldn’t trick you into something like that.”

“Even Lochlan isn’t that much of an asshole,” Dominic grins. 

Lochlan elbows him in the ribs, earning a muted grunt from Dominic. “He’s right, though. Even I wouldn’t do something that fucked up.”

I don’t believe them. The world doesn’t work this way in my experience. But my stomach grumbles with hunger, and if they say they aren’t asking anything of me right now, then I may as well take the food and risk pissing off Maggie and Collin when they find out. “If you say so.” 

Walking awkwardly around Lochlan and Dominic, I take a seat in front of the bowl Dominic filled for me and dig in. 

Dominic and Duncan finish their bowls as Lochlan fills his again with seconds. I glance down at his seemingly flat stomach and I wonder where he puts it all. It’s kind of shocking he can fit it all in his stomach. Then again being incredibly massive he may need more food than most people. 

Dominic comes up beside me, startling me out of my internal musings. He points to my bowl and lifts a brow. “Are you finished eating, or do you want more?”

I glance at the empty bowl in shock. I meant to take my time eating, but it tasted amazing. It wasn’t just noodles and plain sauce. Whoever made it added meat, garlic, onions, and crushed tomatoes. I’d love to thank the chef. I suspect Collin made it since he was chopping up tomatoes earlier when I arrived. Part of me wants to accept Dominic’s offer for more, but it would make me sick from overeating. 

Duncan seems to notice my inner debate because he leans against the counter, resting on his elbows and smiles his calming smile at me. “There isn’t much left in the big bowl. How about we put what’s left in a small container with your name on it so you can eat the rest when you’re hungry again?” 

I nod gratefully, though surely someone else will find it before I become hungry again. It’s a nice gesture on his part either way. I move to clear my spot, but Dominic grabs my bowl and fork for me. I blink in surprise at his kindness. These guys are nicer than any other guys I’ve had to live with. Even Lochlan isn’t too bad thus far, aside from the whole attempted murder incident. Things are sure to change soon, but I like it for now.

Once he’s finished cleaning the kitchen, Duncan turns around to face us. He leans on the counter as he peers up at Lochlan and Dominic. “Are you guys staying the night here? It’s kind of late to go home.” 

“Yeah, we stopped here because it’s a little closer, and we were too tired to drive all the way home. Plus, I thought dad might have cooked his famous spaghetti since it’s Thursday. After that meal and the horrible work week we had, I could sleep for a few days right about now.” Dominic emphasizes his point with a big yawn before heading toward the stairs. He stops in the entry of the kitchen and turns to gaze at me. “It’s good to meet you, Parker. I’ll probably see you tomorrow.” 

“It’s been, um, interesting,” I offer, trying my best not to sound like a brat. 

He chuckles and shakes his head as he turns around and continues on to the stairs. Lochlan gives me a grunt of some kind before heading out of the room after Dominic. I can only guess what he meant by it. Either “screw you, Parker”, or “see you tomorrow, it’s been lovely to meet you”. If I had money, it would be on the former.

Duncan waits for me to stand before gesturing for me to follow him up the stairs. He gives me a quiet good night at the doorway to my room, then heads off to his room. This might actually be the strangest night of my life. I don’t know what to make of this family. 
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The bright sunlight filtering through my open curtains wakes me the following morning. I drag my tired body from the warm bed while cursing myself for not taking the time to close the curtains before I fell asleep last night.

Grabbing my bathroom bag and a new outfit, I decide to take a quick shower. Thankfully, the bathroom is available and the hallway empty. Finding the towels in a small linen closet beside the bathroom, I grab one for my hair and one for my body. A second before closing the bathroom door a blur races by, and a foot appears between the door and the frame. A yelp escapes me and I stumble backward.

“Not a chance, it’s my time to shower, and you know it, dude.” The door swings open and I give the young guy standing on the other side a confused stare. He appears a bit younger than the guys I met yesterday. He may even be younger than me. The sides of his blonde hair are shaved short. Longer strands on top in disarray from sleep. He’s dressed in pajamas, ribbed tank and plaid cotton pants.. 

“I didn’t know there was a schedule,” I assure him, cocking a brow in amusement. Not feeling threatened, I venture, “Also, I’m not a dude.”

He blinks rapidly, appearing mystified for a few seconds, but quickly shakes himself out of it. “You’re a chick!”

“Last time I checked.” I nod, slightly bemused. “If you’d move, I’ll leave so you can shower first.” 

“No, no way. You go ahead, I’m good.” He steps back from the door and removes his foot. “Sorry, I thought you were Talen. He takes longer to get ready in the mornings than anyone, and there’s never hot water if we let him go first. Plus, this isn’t even his bathroom. He just likes our shower better.” 

“Ah, I haven’t met that one yet,” I admit. “Actually, I haven’t met you either. I’m Parker.”

“I’m Austyn.” He sticks his hand out and shakes mine when I place it in his. “I’ll let you do your thing. Sorry again for that awkwardness.”

“It’s fine. Nice to meet you, Austyn.” Chuckling at his pink tinted cheeks, I close the door.

After a nice hot shower, I wander downstairs, following the smell of bacon being fried. Rounding the corner to the kitchen, I stop dead in my tracks. Maggie and a strange man stand in the kitchen with their arms around each other, kissing. The strange man is most definitely not Collin, and I shake my head, more than a little shocked. Of course, I’ve witnessed women and men cheating before. I really didn’t expect Maggie to be the type, though, especially with some of her children in the house. 

Taking a few steps backward, I turn to head back to my room. A floorboard under my foot squeaks loudly as I attempt to remain unseen. Cringing, I peek over at Maggie and her mystery man. Both sets of eyes lock on me and go impossibly wide. 

Without a word to either of them, I race around the corner and up the stairs and into my room, shutting the door quietly. Plopping down onto my bed, I push the heels of my hands into my eyes and try to rub away the anxiety bubbling up. I hadn’t meant to catch them in the act. Who knows what they’re going to do now. Maggie probably wants to ship me back to Rebecca, claiming I’m a busybody and up to no good. 

My stomach twists at the possibility of leaving this house. It’s nicer and cleaner than any place I’ve lived before. The people living here have yet to scream and shout at each other or me. No one brings drugs out while I’m in the room. There haven’t been any drunks stumbling around. The whole house doesn’t reek of cigarette or marijuana smoke. I may as well be living in heaven right now, and I don’t want to give it up simply because I accidentally witnessed something I shouldn’t have.

I know I need to calm down when the room tilts and my vision becomes fuzzy. Taking a deep breath in, I hold it for three seconds then let it out slowly. I force myself to repeat the process multiple times until the dizziness passes. I can’t change the outcome of my situation. I can only change how I handle it. I repeat the mantra to myself over and over. My coping mechanisms were all learned from the internet, but they actually work sometimes.

A knock on the door startles me from my relaxation techniques. Jumping off my bed, I cautiously tiptoe to the door and pull it open slightly. When I make eye contact with the strange man from downstairs, he smiles sheepishly at me.

 “Mind if I come in?” He asks, rubbing the back of his neck. 

Huffing, I stick my foot at the base of the door in case he tries to push his way in. “Look, I won’t say a word about what I saw. It’s none of my business. Let’s just pretend this never happened, okay?” 

He reels back as if physically struck by my words. “Come again?” 

“I’m not about to ruin this for myself, buddy. What you and Maggie do is none of my business. I’ll keep my mouth shut if it means she doesn’t send me back. It’s none of my business anyway.” 

He shakes his head slowly. “No, you don’t understand.”

“I probably do.” I’m not interested in listening to the same speech from him I receive from every cheating man I come across. “Your wife would leave you if she found out. You’d lose your house and your car. You can’t get caught. It was just one time. You never meant for it to happen. It’s fine, your secret is safe with me. Just let me do my own thing, and you can do yours.” 

The man opens his mouth to say something, but Maggie’s voice coming from down the hall stops him. “Jack, did you find her in her room? I checked downstairs, and she’s not there.”

“She’s here, Mags,” he calls back, not taking his eyes off me. 

Maggie reaches my room and brightens when she notices me. “Oh, Parker, there you are. I didn’t get a chance to explain things to you about Jack before you ran off.”

“Like I told him, I won’t say a word to anyone,” I promise her. My eyes sting when I realize she probably wants me gone before Collin gets home in case I try snitching. Pushing past the lump in my throat, I resort to begging. “Just don’t send me back, please. I swear I’ll stay quiet. I didn’t even mean to see anything. I wasn’t snooping. I’ll keep my mouth shut, I promise.”

“Parker, calm down,” Maggie soothes, putting her hand on the door and pushing slightly. It doesn’t move because of my foot in the way, and she stops pushing. She frowns deeply and hangs her head. “Will you come downstairs, please? We can talk about this together. It’s really not what you think.” 

Hesitating briefly, I decide to comply with her request. What do I have to lose? “Okay.” I sniff, willing the tears to dry before they fall. I refuse to cry in front of these people. She’s surely called Rebecca already. I never should have unpacked my things.

With no other option, I follow Maggie and Jack back down the stairs and into the living room. They sit together on the couch, and I take the ottoman in front of them. Before anyone can say a word, a guy comes strolling into the room. His crystal green eyes glow against his light caramel skin. He wears a hooded sweatshirt with a sports team logo on the front and plain denim jeans. His black hair is buzzed short against his scalp. In one hand, he carries a mug filled with a steaming beverage, in the other hand a cell phone. His phone appears to be his main focus as he enters the room. 

“Hey, Ma,” he mutters, not taking his eyes from his phone. “What’s the plan for—” His words cut off when he finally glances up and notices his mom isn’t alone in the room. 

His eyes stop on me for a long second before bouncing to Jack. “Holy shit, you’re here,” he gasps, nearly dropping his mug and phone in his haste to set them down. Jack jumps up in time for the new guy to grab him in a big hug. “I can’t believe you’re here, finally.”

“I missed you, too, son,” Jack mutters, hugging him back tightly. “We have a slight situation to deal with before we can catch up, but damn I’ve missed you so much.”

“Situation?” The new guy pulls back glancing from Jack to Maggie, and finally to me. 

Raising my hand slightly, I gain the attention of all three of them. “I think I’m the situation.” 

He barks out a laugh while plopping down into the oversized chair to my left. “I’m Talen, and who might you be?”

The name rings a bell in my mind. “You’re the shower stealer. I’m Parker.” 

His eyes widen, and his brows rise with surprise. “Oh, I didn’t expect that at all.”

Before I can ask what he means, Maggie interrupts us. “Parker, I need to explain Jack to you. I understand you think you know what you saw, but it’s not the case.” 

Taking a deep breath, I give her a small nod to show I’m listening. She waits for Jack to settle back into his seat before continuing on. “The truth is Jack is my husband.”

“What?” I blink, holding a hand up to stop her from saying anything more. “Collin said you were his wife yesterday. So that’s a lie? Why would you lie about that?”

“It’s not a lie,” Jack assures me, taking Maggie’s hand. 

“What’s not a lie?” Lochlan and Duncan come into the room, and it suddenly becomes too crowded in here. 

Talen answers Duncan’s question before anyone else can. “Mom and Pop are explaining their relationship status to Parker.” 

“Great,” Lochlan sneers and crosses his bulky arms over his chest. “Best to tell her sooner so she can get all her bull shit judgments out, then get lost.” 

“Calm down, Lochlan,” Maggie scolds, frowning up at him. “We raised you better than that. Don’t be so rude.”

He simply continues to glare in my direction without a word. I glare back. What crawled up his ass and died, I wonder. Whatever his problem with me may be, I’m not interested in dealing with him and his grumpy attitude right now.

 “As we were saying.” Maggie sighs, clearly frustrated with all the interruptions. “I’m married to both Collin and Jack. I have two husbands.” 

I sit in silence, taking a moment to allow the information to sink in. Two husbands? How does a person even end up in such a relationship? Isn’t it illegal to be married to more than one person? I keep my immediate thoughts quiet. It’s really none of my business, as long as they aren’t hurting anyone. So far, they all seem like good people, except for maybe Lochlan. He’s still an ass. 

“So…” I drag the word out, fiddling with the sleeve of my shirt. “Does this mean you won’t send me back?” The question sounds selfish, but I need to be sure I’m not packing my things again already. 

“Wait,” Talen chimes in, scrunching his brow. “That’s it? You’re not going to get all weird about it?”

“Should I get weird about it?” I ask slowly, not understanding his confusion. 

Duncan adds his two cents in as well. “It’s just something our parents get judged on a lot. Poly relationships of any kind aren’t the norm, and people who aren’t used to it get kind of uncomfortable with the idea. We all grew up with it for the most part, it’s normal to us. It’s odd to outsiders.” 

 “It’s not really a big deal to me.” Shrugging, I lean back on my hands and relax slightly. They might not be shipping me off after all. “As long as I don’t have to keep secrets or pack my bags, I’m fine. It isn’t like they don’t love each other or whatever. I’d think being in a toxic and loveless relationship with only one person would be a lot worse than being in a loving relationship with multiple people. I honestly never thought about a relationship like yours, but it doesn’t bother me either if that’s what you’re worried about.” 

“I’ll be damned,” Talen mutters, sitting back in his chair and running a hand over his buzzed hair. 

Maggie lets out a dramatically loud sigh. “What a relief. We actually stopped fostering a few years ago because the older kids we took in weren’t comfortable with our relationship. It hurts, but we won’t change who we are.”

“It doesn’t make me uncomfortable. It isn’t like the news changes who you all are.”

Talen grabs his mug from the side table and takes a long sip of his drink. A mischievous grin remains on his lips, and he keeps his eyes on me the whole time. Duncan chuckles at Talen’s odd behavior, while Lochlan simply shakes his head in exasperation before stomping out of the room. 

Maggie stands at the same time as Jack, and then pats my shoulder. “Boys are strange, dear, especially mine. You’ll get used to it.” 

“Let’s hope so,” Talen mutters, his eyes still on me.

Duncan replaces Maggie on the couch in front of me and leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “So tell me, Parker. Where did the bruise on your cheek come from?”

“Huh?” I startle at his change of subject and press my hand to my cheek as if trying to feel for the bruise. “Oh, it’s no big deal. I got smart with my old foster father and he got pissed.”

“What?” Talen shoots forward in his seat, inspecting my cheek closer. “What a fucking prick.” 

I glance down at my hands. “It’s really nothing. I should have kept my mouth shut.”

“I don’t give a damn what you did, he shouldn’t have hit you.” 

“Your mom was right.” I frown at the oddly protective reaction from both Talen and Duncan. “You boys are weird.”
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Maggie calls the three of us into the kitchen, insisting I join her and the guys for breakfast and my stomach agrees with her. 

“Can I help set the table or something?” I offer while fidgeting awkwardly as Maggie finishes making waffles. 

She glances around the kitchen, contemplating. “Can you fry eggs? I’d say yes to setting the table, but honestly, we never know which of the kids will show up for meals around here. We usually just put a stack of plates on the counter and let them grab one as they show up.”

I cringe and eye the stove. “I can try the eggs, but you may not want me cooking with an actual stove. I’m not the most coordinated person in the world. I’m also an awful cook.” 

“Oh, I’m sure you’re not that bad.” She giggles, going back to the waffles. “Try one. If you butcher it, I’ll take over. Does that sound fair?”

“Sure, why not?” I concede with a shrug.

Grabbing the eggs out of the fridge, I set them next to the stove. Luckily, I don’t need to search all over for a frying pan. A clean one already sits on the burner waiting for me. Turning the stove on, I stand and wait for the burner to heat up the pan. While I wait, I pick out an egg and prepare to break it when ready.

“I bet if you turned on the front burner it would heat faster,” a male voice behind me scares the heck out of me. 

Jumping and spinning around to find the culprit, I end up dropping the egg. It falls to the floor and lands on a pair of dirty work boots. Following the boots up, I find a pair of worn and ripped jeans and a shirt which probably started out white at one point but now has a dirt brown tint to it. 

My eyes finally land on a familiar face. The man in front of me looks like Duncan. He sounds like Duncan. Everything about him is exactly the same as Duncan. But something is off. I can’t put my finger on it, but I know this guy isn’t Duncan. “You’re not Duncan.”

“Not quite, Martha Stewart.” The Duncan clone chuckles. He reaches past me and flips the back burner off, and then turns the front burner on. “That should help, though you’re down an egg unless you want to eat that one.” He points to the egg on his shoes. 

“Oh!” I cover my eyes and cringe. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to do that. You startled me.”

“It’s fine.” He grabs some paper towels to clean the mess. I follow his lead and get some of my own along with a bottle of cleaning spray. The floor needs a good wipe.“These boots have seen worse.” 

“Who are you?” I ask, glancing around the suddenly empty kitchen. I have no idea where Maggie went, but it appears she took the waffles with her. 

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” he counters, arching a brow. “You’re in my parents’ house, after all.” 

“Right.” I huff, kneeling down to clean the egg goo off the floor. “I’m Parker, the foster kid.” 

“Well, Parker the foster kid, do you mind if I just call you Parker?” he quips, tossing his used paper towels in the trash can. 

Snorting out a laugh, I shake my head. “Only if I can get your name, too.” 

“I’m Declan,” he introduces himself with a crooked grin. “How’d you know I wasn’t Duncan?” 

“Erm, I’m not sure. You’re just… Different somehow.” 

“Huh, interesting. No one has ever been able to tell us apart before. Unless you count our parents and brothers.” He crosses his arms and uses one hand to pull his lower lip through his thumb and forefinger as he watches me. “So anyway, you’re Parker. You’re not at all what I expected.” 

“I’m starting to get that feeling from everyone I meet,” I mutter, tossing my paper towels in the trash and putting the cleaning spray back under the sink. 

Declan leans against the counter and continues to watch me move around the kitchen. Luckily, Maggie comes back into the room and saves me from an awkward silence. 

“I’m guessing the egg frying didn’t work?” She muses, her gaze going from me to the empty frying pan. 

Shrugging sheepishly, I grin at her. “I told you putting me near a stove would be a bad idea. I threw an egg on him.” I point to Declan who laughs loudly at me. 

“Don’t pull me into this,” he argues, putting his hands out in front of him. “You had the wrong burner on. I just tried to help and got assaulted.” 

“Fair enough,” I sigh, surrendering. “I’m hopeless in a kitchen unless it’s a box or a can.” 

“Same, girl, same,” Austyn chimes in, strolling into the room. His blonde hair now impressively styled and his outfit perfectly coordinated. The pair of maroon skinny jeans and a dark blue button up with maroon anchors look amazing on him. “I can make a kick ass can of chili.” 

“Language, Austyn,” Maggie scolds, cracking an egg into the hot pan like an expert. 

“Sorry, Ma.” Austyn grins around a piece of bacon he picked up from the filled plate on the island. “Let’s make a run for it before she starts asking us to cook crap.”

Giggling, I follow Austyn, each of us grabbing a plate and heading out of the kitchen and into the dining room. Stopping dead in my tracks, I gaze around the dining table. Almost every seat has a person in it, a male person. On the left side sits Jack, Lochlan, and Duncan. Austyn slides into the empty seat next to Duncan, oblivious to my awkwardness. On the right side of the table sits Collin, Dominic, Talen, and Greyson. 

I’m not sure how long I stand gawking at the occupants of the room, but it’s long enough for Maggie to cook up enough eggs for us all. She enters the room behind me, followed by Declan. She places the plate of eggs on the table then takes a seat at an end chair next to Collin and Jack. Declan slides in next to Lochlan. One seat at the far end next to Lochlan and Greyson remains empty. I take the empty chair, though I’d bet money Lochlan isn’t happy about my presence.

“Parker!” Greyson jumps around in his seat when he spots me. “Sit wif me, sit wif me.” 

“Sure, little dude.” I chuckle, taking my seat. “I’d love to sit with you.” 

Lochlan scowls as I sit. Ignoring his royal grumpiness, I address Collin and Jack. “So, how long have you three been together?”

Lochlan, Duncan, Declan, and Dominic noticeably stiffen while Talen smirks. Frowning at the strange reactions, I decide to keep my focus on Jack and Collin. I assume if they told me about it, I can ask questions.

“Ah, they told you then.” Collin grins between bites. “It’s a very long story, but Jack, Maggie, and I have been in a relationship for twenty-five years now.”

Austyn hisses through his teeth and shakes his head at Collin. “Uh-oh.”

“Twenty-six, Collin.” Jack chortles, eyeing Maggie. “You really want that couch, huh?”

“I was testing him.” Collin squirms, giving Maggie a sheepish grin. 

I continue on, hoping to save Collin. “What are your last names?” I ask, not sure if they’re all the Harper family or something different. “I mean, I know Collin said his last name is Harper, but how does that work when you have two husbands?”

“Actually, my last name is Smith,” Jack informs me, wiping his mouth with his napkin then placing it beside his plate on the table. “Maggie hyphenated so she’s Harper-Smith. All the boys hyphenated as well so they’re all Harper-Smith.”

“How’d you decide which name to put first?” I wonder, genuinely curious about how their relationship works for reasons unknown to me. 

Jack and Collin glance at each other, and then answer at the same time. “Rock, paper, scissors.” 

The table erupts in laughter as this is clearly an inside joke amongst the family. 

Maggie playfully glares at her husbands. “You two can share the couch.” 

“You wouldn’t.” Jack grabs Maggie’s hand and pouts. “I just got home today, hon. You can’t kick me to the couch on my first night home.”

Allowing curiosity to get the better of me again, I interrupt the three of them. “Where were you?” 

Again, the guys stiffen when I speak, Talen included this time. They must not like it when I ask questions or something. I refuse to allow their discomfort to halt my inquiring mind, though. If Maggie, Collin, and Jack continue to answer me willingly, I’ll continue to ask my questions.

Greyson perks up, answering for Jack. “Papa went to Afa-stag-nan to help people.”

“Afghanistan, buddy,” Jack corrects with a gentle smile directed at Greyson before turning his attention to me. “It was my last deployment before I retire from the Army. I was gone for a year and just got back today.” 

“Wow,” I mutter, setting my fork down. “I’m sorry for intruding at such a personal time. I could go upstairs if you want some time with everyone.” 

“Oh, Parker,” Maggie exclaims loudly. “Your timing is perfectly fine. I called Jack before he boarded his flight, and we spoke to him about you. The three of us agreed to bring you into our home before he ever got on the plane. Please don’t think you intruded on anything.” 

My shoulders relax slightly, only to tighten back up when Lochlan scoffs his obvious disagreement. Talen rolls his eyes dramatically. “Ignore the Grinch. Mom’s right, we want you here. Even if you’re not what we expected.” 

“Why does everyone keep saying that?” I huff, glancing around the table for an answer. 

Austyn barks out a laugh. “You’re a chick, dude.”

“So you keep reminding me, dude,” I throw back.

“As my brother so eloquently put it”—Duncan sighs, rubbing the bridge of his nose—“we thought you’d be a boy.”

“Erm, why?” I cough, my brows rising with surprise.

“Your name mostly,” Duncan admits with a sheepish smile. 

“But also because we haven’t fostered a girl in a long time,” Maggie adds, standing and grabbing her empty plate. 

Following her lead, I grab my plate and stand. Greyson wipes his messy mouth on his napkin, only managing to remove half of the crumbs, and hops out of his chair, running off to do whatever four-year-olds do. It’s clear he’s finished eating, so I grab his plate as well and take it with me to the kitchen. I notice Lochlan frown as I walk off, though he appears more confused than grouchy for once.

After catching up to Maggie, I continue my inquisition. “Why haven’t you fostered a girl in a long time?” 

Declan pops up behind me in the kitchen as I rinse dishes, answering for Maggie. “Girls tend to be more judgmental. No offense or anything. Just the way it’s gone for us. When we had girls show up, they’d get all weird about our parents and our family. They’d request to leave or make things really awkward.” 

“Are you always going to pop out of nowhere and scare me?” I grumble to Declan. 

He smirks happily and simply shrugs.

“When Greyson was born we decided to stop fostering,” Collin adds, bringing us back to our conversation as he sets his plate next to the sink. “We felt like our family was complete then.”

The idea of never being considered part of this family doesn’t shock me, but it doesn’t sting any less. Their family was complete four years ago. I have no business being here. 

“It’s not my turn for dishes again, is it?” Talen whines, ending the conversation.

Jack chuckles at him. “I’ll help you, buddy. We can catch up while we clean.”

The rest of the guys come into the kitchen, surrounding the island and chatting with Jack, catching up on the events he missed.

With everyone distracted, I try to make myself scarce and explore the backyard. Sneaking out the sliding glass door, I stroll across the patio and through the grass. A beautiful rock pool with a lazy waterfall takes up half of the vast area. Making my way to the pool, I peer in and admire the way the sun sparkles off the surface of the water. 

My time in this house has been short, but it seems like ages have passed. Maggie, Jack, and Collin make their house a home. I never experienced anything like their family before. Over breakfast I made a few observations, and even now as I turn and watch them through the glass door I notice some things I didn’t before. 

Greyson and Lochlan clearly have a special bond. Greyson follows Lochlan around, copying everything he does. Talen seems rather chill and laid back, though his odd smirks and mischievous glances throw me off. Dominic appears to be the quietest of the bunch. He doesn’t say a lot, content with watching and observing. Duncan and Declan couldn’t be more opposite. The two of them are identical in looks, but their personalities go two completely separate ways. Declan laughs and jokes a lot, Duncan takes things seriously. Declan seems to like working with his hands if his calluses are any indication; Duncan always has a book in his hands. The only other difference between the two, a physical difference that sets them apart, is a freckle. I noticed it during breakfast. Declan has the smallest, lightest freckle just below his bottom lip. Of course, my perverted mind would find it. Why can’t I stop staring at these guys and their mouths and bodies? I never took a single interest in any guy until now, and suddenly, I find myself fascinated with all five of them. It doesn’t help that they’re all fit and sexy as sin. Even Duncan’s lean muscles makes my mouth water. I don’t know what has gotten into me, but I need to snap out of it before I screw this arrangement up for myself.

A deep growl suddenly sounds behind me, and I freeze in place. The growl gets louder, and I turn my body slowly to find the culprit. My eyes lock on a giant dog at the same instant he leaps up and puts his giant paws on my stomach. The force pushes me backward into the ice-cold water. It wouldn’t be a big deal if I knew how to swim, but I don’t. Panicking, I try to kick myself to the surface but get twisted around and confused. I struggle to right my body and find my way to precious air. The need to breathe becomes overwhelming. Panic sets in, and my mouth opens without my permission. I gasp and suck in a lung full of water. Everything instantly goes black.
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I’m ninety percent sure I’m not dead. If I died, I wouldn’t be freezing, and my lungs wouldn’t burn. At least, I don’t think dying would be like that. The voices shouting and yelling at full volume around me also gives me a clue I’m completely alive. It takes me a few seconds to realize my lungs have no air in them, and I try to take a sudden breath only to end up coughing up water and gasping. 

A hand on my shoulder rolls me over onto my side. The new position makes coughing a bit easier. The shouting stops while I continue to gag and cough, and the silence is almost worse than the chaos. I roll back over onto my back and take some deep breaths. The air feels amazing to my deprived lungs. 

“Okay, muñeca,” Dominic murmurs close to me. “Take your time, deep breaths. You’re okay now.” 

His words confuse me until I realize I’m whimpering and shaking. How embarrassing. First, I nearly drown because I can’t swim, and now, I act like a total wimp. The damn dog tried to kill me, though. He must belong to Lochlan. 

“Can you open your eyes for me, sweetie?” Duncan asks from my left side. His voice is soothing, and the shaking slows. With my eyes still closed, I realize I can pick out Duncan’s voice over Declan’s. Duncan’s is smoother, calmer. Declan’s is rougher, feistier. 

“Duncan?” With more effort than I expect it to take, I force my eyes to open and blink a few times to clear the blur of water still in my eyes. When my vision comes into focus I find I guessed right. Duncan kneels over me to my left. Everyone else stands around me in a circle, even Lochlan and Greyson. Surprise lights Duncan’s eyes. “How’d you know it was me talking?”

“Hey, Parker,” Declan exclaims with a bright smile, not allowing me to answer his twin. “Maybe don’t scare the shit out of us like that so early in the day.” He finishes with a wink, and I almost want to smile at his playfulness. I notice the water puddle around him and realize he must have jumped in after me. His eyes grow serious as he scans my face and body. “Are you okay? Do you think you can sit up?”

After surveying my body, I realize I’m tired, but I can probably sit up. I simply nod and begin to push into a sitting position. Dominic puts a gentle hand on my back and helps me. All of the guys take a few steps back, giving me some room to move. A bark from some place close by draws a slight whimper from me, and I scramble back a few feet.

 “Hey, you’re fine. No one will hurt you, Parker,” Dominic whispers, still sitting down next to me. “Pup didn’t mean to scare you. He’s just a naturally playful guy.” 

“Pup?” I rasp, searching the yard for the giant dog. “You call the massive killing machine Pup? Wait, how did you know he tried to eat me?” It wouldn’t surprise me if Lochlan set the dog on his killing mission. 

“It’s short for Puppy,” Declan admits, holding a hand out to help me to my feet. “The one laying under the tree in the corner is Kitten, or Kit. Lucky for you Greyson was searching for you. He saw Pup jump on you and called for us. I’m sorry he jumped on you, though. He really needs some training or something.”

“Kitten?” I snort, seeking out the other dog laying belly up under a tree in the yard. Kitten and Pup appear exactly the same. Both come to about my hip in height with pointed ears and long tails. Their coats shine with browns and blacks. “You named your German Shepherds Puppy and Kitten?”

“Greyson picked the names,” Lochlan grumbles defensively. 

Rolling my eyes, I choose to ignore him and his attitude. I don’t understand his hostility toward me, but it’s nothing I haven’t dealt with in the past. 

“We should get you checked out by a doctor, Parker,” Maggie insists, her face etched with concern. “Did you hit your head or anything? What happened exactly? Only Greyson saw it.”

“No!” I shout, stepping away from her. “I mean, I’m fine. I don’t need to see a doctor. The dog just pushed me in. I can’t swim so it wasn’t exactly a good combination. I didn’t hit my head. I didn’t hit anything but the water.”

“Just as a precaution,” Jack urges with a deep frown. “It won’t take long.”

“I really don’t need to go,” I assure them, my heart rate spiking. “I’ll be fine, it was just a little water.”

“Parker, you were unconscious for a good five minutes,” Collin reasons, glancing between Maggie and Jack. “We really need to take you in.”

“Please don’t,” I beg, my body shaking partly from the fear of going to a doctor and partly from the ice-cold water I’m covered in. “I don’t want to go.” 

“Are you afraid of doctors?” Talen asks, stepping up next to me. 

My face scrunches and I cringe at his choice of words. “I don’t like going to doctors. They’re no good.”

“What do you mean by that?” Maggie asks.

“Nothing.” I shake my head, crossing my arms in hopes of stopping the shaking. “I’m really okay. I don’t need a doctor.” 

“Bullshit,” Lochlan growls, not bothering to look at me. If he did, he’d find me glaring hatefully at him. 

“Let’s get you dried off and talk about this, okay?” Collin offers, stepping to the side and gesturing to the back door. 

Readily agreeing, I hurry into the house and to my room. I don’t want to go to a doctor. Every time I’ve been to the doctor, it’s been a terrible experience, especially the last time. My old social worker always picked out who I went to see when I needed to go, and as I got older, I realized I was better off not going. After my last visit, I refused to ever go back. Taking my time, I warm up in a hot shower and put on my only sweater and long cotton pants. My feet drag slowly as I make my way downstairs. The whole family has gathered in the kitchen. 

Greyson runs to me and wraps his little arms around my legs the moment I enter the room. My hands automatically go to his back hugging him to me. This little boy has won my heart and it didn’t take him any time at all. “Don’t worry, Parker. I can teach you to swim in the water when the sun warms it up. You can use my arm floaties if you wanna, even. They have dinosaurs on them.”

Giggling, I kneel in front of him and give him a proper hug. “Thank you, Greyson. I think I’ll let you keep the floaties, but I’d love for you to teach me how to swim.” 

“It’s a deal!” He exclaims, holding his hand out to shake mine. 

Scrunching my brow, I glance around for an explanation to the handshake. Austyn snorts out a laugh. “It’s how he makes deals. If you say deal and shake his hand, you’re basically signing a contract with the kid. He won’t forget about it. Ever.” 

Taking Greyson’s tiny hand, I shake it up and down. “Deal.” 

“Parker, we need to talk about a visit to the doctor,” Maggie insists gently. “Would you rather do that here or alone?”

“Alone, please,” I whisper, taking a few deep breaths. 

She nods and hops off her stool. “Let’s go into the office down the hall. We can get some privacy there.” 

I follow her down the hall without a word. My stomach twists and my head spins. Horrifying memories of my last doctor’s visit flashes through my head. A full-blown panic attack hits me hard, and there’s no way for me to stop it. Turning on my heel, I take off in a sprint, trying to outrun the terror.
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LOCHLAN




Watching mom walk down the hall with Parker, I can’t stop the anger that rolls through me. The girl puts on a show for us, and my family is too dense to see through her facade. My parents seem excited to be accepted by her, and my brothers think with the wrong heads. The idiots are all too fucking old for her as it is. All of them except Austyn. He probably has a thing for her. It would make sense, and he’s a better fit for her than any of us older guys. She’s too young for us... them. 

Damn it, something about this girl pisses me off to no end. I can’t figure out how to get past her bull shit. I’ve always taken pride in my ability to see people for who they truly are, but I can’t figure Parker out. Every time I’m around her, I try to analyze her actions a little more only to be miffed further. She even has Greyson wrapped around her finger. He’s always on my side when it comes to people, but he must be taken in by her pretty face and smile. 

“Parker!” 

At the sound of Mom shouting and the front door opening, the guys and I jump to our feet and race toward the commotion. 

Getting to Mom first, I take her by the hand and spin her to face me. “What’s wrong?” My eyes roam over her face and body, ensuring she isn’t hurt in some way. If that girl hurt her, there’ll be hell to pay.

Tears fill her eyes and she points to the door. “She ran. I don’t think she remembers we have the front gate, but she ran off before we made it to the office. I don’t know what happened.” 

Turning to my brothers I hold my hand up. “All of you stay here, I’ll get her.” 

“Oh boy,” Austyn mutters and bites his lip nervously. “Just be gentle with her, Loch. Maybe she’s not running because she wants out.”

“Right.” I roll my eyes, cursing Parker for putting my brother through this. I knew he probably fell for her and now she wants to leave like everyone else when they find out what my family is all about. 

Racing down the drive, I push myself to catch up to her before she tries to climb the front gate. “Parker, stop!” 

She spins around and presses her back against the gate. Her hands ball into fists and her eyes shut tight. For a second, I assume she’s pissed off about not getting out, readying to try and start a physical fight, but then I notice the shaking. Her whole body vibrates with the force of her shakes. Tears leak from the sides of her closed eyes. Her breathing comes in short bursts, and if she keeps it up, she’s going to pass out. 

“What the hell?” I mutter, slowing drastically and taking measured steps up to her. “Parker?” 

“It hurts.” She gasps for air, her eyes still shut tight, her fists now pressed into her chest. “I can’t. I can’t breathe. Make it stop, please.”

“Hurts? What hurts?” I turn and point to my dads, gesturing for them to come down the drive and help me. When I turn back around I find Parker sinking to the ground. I rush forward and put an arm around her, helping her sit. 

Dad reaches me before Pop does and kneels down in front of us. “What happened?”

“I have no idea. She was like this when I got to her.” I keep my arm around Parker in case she falls to the side. “If she keeps hyperventilating, she’s going to pass out.” 

“Parker,” Dad addresses her softly. “Can you hear me? It’s Collin.”

Pop clearly overheard my briefing about Parker to dad. He kneels next to him. “Should we call an ambulance?” 

Parker whimpers and grips my arm almost painfully, her nails digging into my skin causing me to grit my teeth against the sting. She shakes her head furiously, whispering “no” over and over again. 

Turning to my dads, I shake my head. “No ambulance.” 

“Parker, I’m going to pick you up and bring you back to the house. All I need you to do is hold onto me,” I murmur quietly to her. 

She doesn’t respond verbally, rather she takes a fists full of my shirt and buries her head against my chest. The walk back to the house takes longer than usual; I don’t want to jostle her too badly if she really is hurt somehow. Her whole body slowly relaxes into me before we make it all the way up the drive. Her fast breathing evens out, while her grip on my shirt loosens. I’d bet money she either passed out or fell asleep from exhaustion. 

I don’t know what put her in such a state of panic, but my internal alarms sound off big time. No one freaks out this badly without a damn good reason, and I plan to find out what the fuck it is. 
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My head feels full of cotton, and my eyes burn behind the lids. It takes a moment to remember what happened and why I feel like a semi rolled over my head. Lochlan’s whisper-shouting startles me to full consciousness. He’s arguing with someone. My previous panic attack floods my memory, and I cringe.

“She said no fucking hospital,” Lochlan growls lowly. “We can’t just go against her wishes like that.”

“I know what she said, son, but we can’t risk her health,” Collin whispers from some place nearby. 

“She’s been asleep for hours, Loch,” Jack chimes in quietly. “We need to take her in if she doesn’t wake up on her own soon.”

The idea of being taken to a hospital pushes me to open my eyes and sit up. “Don’t take me there, please.” My voice shakes, and my eyes water. “I’ll do whatever you want me to do. Just don’t take me to a doctor.”

Searching around the room I find Collin, Jack, Lochlan, Maggie, and Duncan gathered around my bed watching me. Maggie sits down on the side of my bed, setting a hand on my blanket covered leg. 

“Honey, you were out for a long time. We just want to be sure it has nothing to do with the pool incident.” Her tone is gentle, but I won’t budge. “I know sometimes doctors can be scary, but our family practitioner is really quite nice.” 

Before she can even finish, I’m shaking my head viciously. “You can send me back if you want to. Call Rebecca and tell her I’m too much trouble. I’d rather you do that than take me to a doctor.” 

“This isn’t a normal fear,” Lochlan grits out, stepping closer to me. My cheeks heat as I remember being held by him. I felt safe and secure in his arms. It was not at all what I expected his touch to evoke from me. “What’s got you so scared of doctors?” 

A sharp pang of anxiety hits my chest and my back straightens. “It’s nothing,” I murmur, clenching my fists. “I just don’t want to go.”

His eyes narrow on me as he eyes me. “Bull shit.” He crosses his arms, instantly becoming ten times more intimidating. 

“Leave her alone, Lochlan,” Duncan interrupts, stepping between us. 

The two of them appear ready to go head to head. Guilt washes over me; I don’t want to be the reason for these brothers fighting. Fortunately, Jack pushes between the two of them before words or blows can be exchanged. 

“Alright, boys,” he sighs, rubbing his forehead. “Let’s let Maggie and Parker chat while we go downstairs. The others probably want an update on Parker anyway.” 

“But—” Duncan tries to protest, only to be cut off by a simple glare from Collin. He hangs his head with resignation. “Fine, I’ll call Declan and let him know he doesn’t need to come home. He hasn’t stopped texting me since he left for work anyway.”

Lochlan doesn’t say a word. He simply stomps out of my room ahead of Jack, Collin, and Duncan. When the guys clear the room, Maggie turns her attention back to me. “Will you talk with me about it, Parker?”

“I can’t,” I whisper, hanging my head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

She takes a breath, ready to argue I’m sure, but luck happens to be on my side for once. Austyn rounds the corner, poking his head in the door. “Ma! Greyson colored Kit with finger paint again. She’s purple and gre—” His eyes pop wide when he makes eye contact with his mom. “Oh, I did that interrupting a serious moment thing again? Crap, I’m amazingly good at that.”

“No, it’s okay,” Maggie huffs, getting to her feet. “I’ll go find Greyson and hose off Kit.” She turns back to me before leaving the room. “Get some rest. We can talk later, dear.”

She couldn’t be more wrong. I won’t tell her what she wants to know. The last authority figure I spoke to about it laughed at me and called me an idiot. I won’t go through that humiliation again. After Maggie leaves, Austyn stands awkwardly at the entrance of my room. He rocks back and forth on his feet a few times, stuffing his hands into his pockets and chewing on his upper lip. 

I find his curiosity adorable, and I can’t help the giggles erupting. “You’re ridiculous.” I grin, patting the side of my bed. “Come in.”

He smiles wide and rushes into the room, closing the door behind him. He climbs onto the bed, dropping down onto his back. I let out a dramatic sigh as I lay on my back beside him. We both stay silent, staring at the ceiling together for a long time. 

Austyn finally breaks the tension with a soft whisper. “Is it bad?” 

At first I nod, then shrug. “It could be worse, I guess. It’s embarrassing, though.” 

“Secrets suck, huh?” He grumbles, fiddling with a thumb ring on his right hand. “They just eat at you until it’s all you think about.” 

“Sounds like you’ve got some experience with secrets,” I muse, turning my head slightly to watch him better. 

He simply nods, his eyes sad. 

“Wanna talk about it?” I offer, rolling to my side and propping my head on my hand. 

He mimics my position and raises a challenging brow. “Do you?” 

“Touché,” I huff, half grinning. 

He squints, and his eyes roam over my face a few times. Suddenly, he’s on his feet pacing my room. I watch him wide-eyed for a few minutes. He doesn’t say anything for a long time and neither do I. He clearly needs to sort some things out, and I can appreciate it. 

“Maybe I could talk to you,” he suggests, still pacing. He pushes his hands through his hair, messing up the perfectly done style. “I mean, you aren’t my parents or brothers. You don’t know me like they do. Your opinion isn’t as scary, no offense.” 

“None taken.” I shrug, completely understanding him. 

It’s easier to talk to someone who doesn’t have such a huge impact on your life. Maggie could easily make my life hell or even send me away if she doesn’t like what I say. Austyn has no say in my life or where I end up and vice versa. He isn’t family or even a friend, my opinion doesn’t truly matter to him. I’m good at keeping secrets for people as long as they’re not immoral or illegal. If he wants to talk to me, I’ll listen and not repeat the things I learn. I wonder if he’d do the same for me. 

After another minute of pacing, Austyn comes back and drops down onto my bed with a loud huff. “You’ll keep a secret?”

“Yeah, of course,” I promise then chuckle. “Who would I tell, Austyn? I do school online, and I have no family or friends.”

“Ouch,” he mutters, rubbing his cheek. “This just took a sad turn.” 

I bark out a laugh and shake my head. “Not sad, just true. Now, what do you need to say? You’re like a balloon being blown up too big. You’re ready to explode.” 

“Did you just call me fat?” He gasps, feigning hurt.

My eyes roll. “Yes, yes I did.” 

“I’m gay,” he admits, his theoretical balloon clearly bursting. His cheeks turn bright red, and his body freezes. “I mean, I didn’t mean to say it like that. It’s just, I’ve never said it out loud before. I always wanted to, but I didn’t know who to tell.”

Sitting up, I cross my legs and chew on my thumb nail. “What about your brothers?” 

“My brothers are all super into girls and whatever. I can’t disappoint them. They’re the only family I know…” he falters, his voice wobbling. He sits up and rubs his temples. “What if they hate me for it? They always want to talk girls with me and each other. They’re constantly trying to set me up with the little sisters of the chicks they date.”

Snorting, I raise a brow at him. “I’ve only known your brothers for a few days, but I can’t see them hating you for liking dudes, and if they do, then fuck them.” 

“Watch your damned mouth, lady,” he gasps in an overly dramatic fashion, lightening the mood. We laugh together at his theatrics. The fun doesn’t last more than a moment as we sober up quickly. When Austyn doesn’t say anything, I decide to offer a little advice. “Look, Austyn, I don’t know your family that well, but they seem pretty okay. From what I’ve heard, family is supposed to accept you. The good, the bad, and the crazy parts of you.”

“I don’t want to risk losing the relationships I have with them,” he whispers, dropping his head into his hands.

I set my hand on the top of his head as his shoulders shake silently. “You’ll never know what they think until you tell them. Just sit on it for a while longer. When the time feels right, tell them. Until then, I’ll keep your secret.” 

He sniffs and takes a deep breath then raises his head. “I’ll think on it. Thanks, Parker, I have a feeling you and I are going to be good friends.”

“Why, because I don’t care that we’re both into dudes?” I joke, wiggling my brows up and down. 

He bursts into laughter, holding his stomach. “I can’t with you.” 

“Yeah, you can.” 

Austyn really is a nice guy. I have a good feeling about him. He seems totally genuine and sweet. Part of me would like to talk to him about my problems and issues, but the idea of talking to someone about it gives me a stomach ache. 

Austyn pats my knee and smiles gently. “I’m a good listener if you ever want to talk to me about anything, Starshine.” 

 “Thanks, Buttercup.” I grin, smiling easily with the knowledge I have a friend I can talk to. 

He bites his upper lip. “Can I give you an awkward hug?” 

Laughing, I lean forward and wrap my arms around him. 

My door swings open, and Dominic rushes in with Declan and Talen close behind him. Dominic stops dead in his tracks when his eyes land on me and Austyn. Declan manages to stop before running into Dominic’s back, but Talen’s attention is on me and Austyn. He crashes right into his brother, knocking him forward a few feet. 

“Way to go, Grace.” I snort, raising my eyebrows at Talen. 

His eyes narrow on Austyn, then on me. What’s his deal? All three of them, actually. They’re watching us like they walked in on an X-rated show. Turning to Austyn, I quickly realize he won’t be any help in figuring out their strange behavior. A mischievous grin spreads across his lips. He hops off my bed, pats my shoulder, and heads for the door. 

“It’s been fun, Starshine,” he calls over his shoulder as he passes his brothers. “We’ll do it again sometime soon.” 

Chuckling, I nod to his retreating back. “Sounds good, Buttercup.”

Talen growls quietly and follows Austyn out of the room, shouting for him to wait up. Dominic and Declan continue to watch me, and it makes me uncomfortable after a few minutes. “Did you two need something?” 

“Oh!” Dominic snaps out of his odd trance and shakes his head. “Yeah, we heard you were awake. We wanted to be sure you’re okay.” 

Shuddering at the reminder of how close I came to going to a doctor, I watch them closely. “I’m fine. Hungry, but fine.” If they try to suggest taking me in, I’m out of here. 

Declan strolls over to me and holds out a hand. “I know just the thing to make you feel all better.” 

Hesitantly, I place my hand in his and allow him to pull me from the bed. He guides me to the hall and down the stairs, never letting my hand go. Why does holding his hand do funny things to my body? Dominic follows us laughing quietly. When we make our way to the kitchen, we find everyone gathered around the island. I’m beginning to realize the kitchen is the meeting place for this family. 

Sliding onto a stool, I sit silently and watch as they go about their daily lives as a family. A small smile graces my lips. The idea of sticking around here for a few months comes to mind. I could really learn to like it here with this family. 

“Hello, gorgeous.” Talen smirks as he slides onto the stool next to mine. "How are you?” Whatever issue he had with Auystn seems resolved as Talen is back to his lively self and Austyn is all smiles on the other side of the room with Jack.

I giggle at Talen. An honest to God, thirteen year old girl at a boy band concert giggle comes from my mouth. Wishing I could smack myself in the forehead. I wonder what the hell is wrong with me. 

“Well?” Talen brings me back from my inner scolding and I blink up at him. 

“Erm, I’m doin’ fine, I guess.” 

Declan scoffs from across the island. “You almost died twice today, you’re not fine. Eat this sandwich. It’ll help you feel better.”

“That’s a bit of an exaggeration.” I roll my eyes while taking a large bite of the turkey sandwich. “I fell in a pool and then I went mental for a second. Hardly life threatening issues.”

“Actually”—Duncan points to me, his expression serious—“the pool thing is serious and could have been life threatening. If Greyson hadn’t seen you fall in, it could have been much worse.” 

“It’s the damned dog’s fault,” I growl, crossing my arms. “He tried to kill me.” 

“Pup didn’t try to kill you, he wanted to meet you.” Duncan tries to reason, a soft smile gracing his lips. “You should go introduce yourself to him and Kit.” 

“Yeah, thanks anyway. I don’t have a death wish.” I snort. 

Lochlan’s eyes narrow in challenge. “Wimp.”

Damn him. Somehow Lochlan knows he only has to challenge me and I’ll cave. I’m no wimp and I feel a need to prove it to him. After popping the last bite of sandwich in my mouth I jump to my feet and stomp to the sliding glass door, thrusting it open. Talen follows closely behind me, followed by Declan, Duncan, Dominic, and Lochlan. An audience, just what I wanted when I get mauled by the attack dogs.

My pace slows considerably when I spot the two beasts playing with a rope in the yard. “Don’t chicken out, little girl.” Lochlan taunts. 

I spin around and pin him with my meanest glare. “Keep it up, Lochlan. You’ll find out just how badly being kneed in the balls feels.” 

Declan snickers and puts an arm around my shoulders. “Oh, Parker, Lochlan already knows how that feels. He gets to experience it just about every time he goes on a date.”

“Fuck off, Declan.” Lochlan scowls menacingly at his brother. “That was twice and those chicks were bat shit and you know it.”

“I don’t know, they seemed fine to me,” Declan goads back. “I think it was you and your lovely personality that got to them.” I snicker, completely in agreement with Declan. Lochlan's personality is enough to get his balls kicked often.

“The first girl tried to propose to me and got pissed when I said no! The second said I was great daddy material and she wasn’t talking about kids! How is that fine?!”

“Why would she say you were daddy material without kid… Oh, wow,” I stutter to a stop when the meaning clicks into place. “Well, that’s awkward.” 

“You’re so innocent,” Talen observes with a wide smile. “I can change that if you’d like.”

“Quit flirting, you’re going to scare her,” Duncan scolds, pushing lightly on Talen’s shoulder. 

Dominic shakes his head and eyes me thoughtfully. “Somehow I don’t think Parker is easily scared.”

“Well, if you ever do get scared, I’ll hold you close and protect you.” Talen smirks, taking a step toward me with his arms wide open as if ready to hug me. 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Lochlan groans, smacking his hand into Talen’s chest to stop his pursuit. “Can we not have this God damned conversation right now? You’re supposed to be proving you’re not a little wimp. Dom might not think you scare easily, but I bet you do.”

“Call me little one more time, Lochlan.” I leave the rest of my threat silent as I turn on my heel and shuffle my way over to the dogs. 

Getting about ten feet from the two terrors, Declan lets out a loud whistle and the both of them come rushing our way. I put my arms up in front of my face and squeal like a complete girl. Declan nearly falls to the ground laughing while Kit and Pup jump around us, ready to play. It takes me a few moments of them simply jumping and barking before I feel safe enough to lower my arms and turn toward Declan. 

“I’m going to kick your ass, Declan!” I shout, rushing at him and pushing him with all my strength. He clearly doesn’t expect the assault as he stumbles backward and directly into the pool with a loud splash. 

“Good thing he can swim,” Dominic mutters, standing back and watching the show as his brothers point and laugh at Declan. 

Declan’s head pops up and he sputters, gasping and coughing. “I can’t believe you just did that! What if I couldn’t swim?”

“You were wet earlier,” I remind him.

Duncan frowns and turns to me. “He was what?”

“Earlier, when I came around after I fell in the pool,” I explain. “Declan was the only one who was wet. He was obviously the one that got me out of the water. He wouldn’t have done that if he couldn’t swim. Thanks for that, by the way.” I direct my last comment to the soaking wet man in the pool.

“Ah, good point.” Duncan nods, approval shining in his eyes. 

“Just you wait, Parker Thomison!” Declan shouts at my back when I turn to head into the house. “I’ll get you back for this.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I wave my hand in the air as if to wave him off. “I’m so scared of you.” 

“You should be!” He calls back playfully. “You’ll rue the day!” 

I do hope he tries to get back at me. I’d love to see what sort of payback he would come up with. 
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Something fluffy smacks me in the face, waking me from a deep sleep. I dart up in my bed, searching the room for an attacker. Last thing I remember was crawling into my oversized sunshine and cloud bed last night. Austyn catches my eye, a wide grin splayed across his stupid face. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I growl, throwing the blanket over my head and rolling over. “I’m sleeping, leave me alone.”

“It’s already ten,” Austyn whines. He sets his hands on my arm and shakes hard. “I’m bored, you need to wake up!” 

“I’ll seriously hurt you if you don’t leave and let me sleep,” I threaten. “You may be my first real friend, but I like sleep a hell of a lot more than I like you right now.” I’ve only been in the house a week, but Austyn and I have already grown close, especially after he revealed his secret to me.

“Come on, lazy brat,” he coaxes. “Come hang out with me.” 

 I resign myself to not going back to sleep and grab the side of the pillow under my head. When Austyn opens his mouth again I sit up quickly and smack him in the face with my pillow. His hair flies in all directions, ruining his usually perfect style. He blinks rapidly, his jaw dropped open. After a long moment of silence his eyes narrow into slits and he focuses his glare on me. 

“You’re so dead.” 

He picks up the pillow he hit me with just a few minutes ago and takes a swing. I roll to my right, dodging his assault and throwing the covers off at the same time. Austyn continues to swing wildly and I join him with my own pillow. I laugh loudly when I’m able to hit him upside the head again, and then cry out in shock when he gets me in the face a second time. 

My bedroom door flies open, scaring both of us into dropping our pillows. I press my hand to my heart when I realize it’s only Dominic at the door. “Holy crap, you scared me, Dom.”

He doesn’t say a word, simply darts his eyes between me and Austyn a few times before allowing his gaze to travel up and down my body. I glance down at my cami top and boy short undies I’d gone to sleep in. Until that moment I hadn’t realized my state of undress and I leap for the blanket, pulling it over my body. 

His brow furrows as he frowns deeply. “I heard you yelling, I just wanted to be sure you’re okay. Clearly you are.” 

“Yeah, I’m good.” I grin. “Want to join us?” 

Dominic makes a choking sound, spinning on his heel and leaving my room without a word. 

Austyn huffs and picks up his pillow, setting it back on the bed before fixing his hair. “I gotta go talk to him. I’ll catch you later, Starshine.”

“Oh, okay.” I nod, though I have no idea what just happened.

I didn’t see Dominic the rest of the day, but that wasn’t unusual. He had work and a home of his own. Still, the feeling persisted that he was upset with me for some reason. 

The following day, though, Dominic showed up for lunch back to his normal smiley self. Austyn assured me his brother had just been in a strange mood. No mention was made of the day before and I didn’t bring it up.

A few days later I find myself sitting in the living room watching one of my crime shows. Dominic strolls in, a smile gracing his lips when he finds me on the couch. He glances from me to the television show and back again. 

“You know this crap is beyond fake, right?” Dominic mumbles, flopping down next to me. 

I gasp dramatically and press my hands to my chest. “It is not. How dare you!” 

He snorts and rolls his eyes. “Yeah, I’m sure you’re really offended.”

Grabbing the remote from the couch cushion to my left I toss it at him, grinning when he barely catches it. “What was that for?”

“If you’re so savvy when it comes to the best shows on television, you pick something.” 

“Challenge accepted.” He proceeds to scroll through the menu, stopping every few seconds to read a description, then moving onto the next page. Finally he decides on a show in Spanish and I cut him a look. “What? I like this show.”

“If we’re going to watch this, you have to translate for me.” 

“Or I could just teach you Spanish,” he offers. 

I mull it over for a moment, and then nod. “Okay, teach me.”

“Wait, really?” He gapes and turns his body sideways to give me his full attention. “Are you messing with me?” 

I shake my head and frown. “Why would I be messing with you about that?”

He shrugs. “Not many girls are interested in learning something so in depth.”

“Since when am I like any other girl?” I chuckle lightly. “I’ve never been normal.”

“No.” Dominic’s eyes darken and his expression turns serious. “You’re most definitely not like most girls.”

His words strike me dumb and I snap my mouth shut, having no intelligent response. He smirks at my silence. “Okay, I’ll teach you.” 

We spend the next two hours going over the basics of Spanish and a few easy words and phrases. Dominic hides his grin every time I attempt to roll my R’s and fail. “I promise you’ll get better. You just need to practice the movement with your tongue.”

Sputtering comes from behind us and we turn at the same time to find Declan standing in the entryway of the living room, his eyes wide and his mouth gaping like a fish. Dominic frowns for a second, but he must realize what’s wrong because he suddenly bursts into laughter, holding his stomach and shaking his head. “No, no, Dec. Not that.” 

“Not what?” I ask, my gaze jumping between the both of them. “What’d I miss?”

“I’m teaching her Spanish,” Dominic wheezes out, ignoring my questions. “She needs work rolling her R’s.”

“Mother fucking son of a…” Declan murmurs, pushing his hands through his hair. He turns around and walks away, still mumbling profanities under his breath. 

My eyes shoot back to Dominic. “What’s his deal?” 

Dominic laughs heartily again and pulls me by my shoulders into a hug. “Don’t worry about it. We just have a lot to learn, that’s all.” 

“You guys are so weird,” I grumble while allowing myself to melt into Dominic’s arms. 

Dominic rests his cheek against the top of my head and chuckles. “If you only knew, Parker. Do you want to continue our lesson now or would you rather do something else?” 

“I’m starving actually,” I admit quietly. “I didn’t have breakfast this morning and dinner last night was early.” 

Dominic pulls back and frowns down at me. “I thought Austyn said you just wanted to sleep in. Why didn’t you have breakfast later on?” 

“You and everyone else came over and I wanted to give you some family time.” 

“Parker,” Dominic grumbles, pulling me back into his embrace. “We want you with us for family time.”

“I’m not part of your family, Dom,” I remind him, hiding my face in his chest. “I don’t want to be a third wheel… Or an eleventh wheel I guess.” 

Dominic huffs, dropping back on the couch so his shoulders rest on the arm and his body is reclined in front of me. My eyes take a moment to travel down his clearly defined chest. The tight grey shirt he wore to work accentuates his muscle. Dominic stretches his arms above his head, his shirt riding up to show a defined V shape just above his jeans. My stomach flutters at the sight of his small sliver of tanned skin showing.

 “You’re not the odd girl out. If we didn’t want you to be part of our family time, we wouldn’t be so adamant about it.” 

“Huh?” I look up at Dominic, trying to process his words through my hormonal fog. “Oh, okay.”

Dominic shoots me a quizzical look. “Are you tuning me out?” 

“Not even close.” I snort. My hand slaps over my mouth and I stare at him wide eyed. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud.” My voice comes out muffled behind my hand, though Dominic doesn’t seem to notice as he laughs loudly. 

“Come on, Muñeca, let’s get some lunch. I’ll take you out for burgers.”

I happily follow Dominic out to his car and the two of us head off to get lunch together. 
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The next few weeks in the Harper-Smith household pass quickly. My natural curiosity got the better of me, and I spent a lot of time asking endless questions. The first time Collin, Jack, Maggie, Greyson, and I were alone for dinner we spent hours talking. For the first time in my life, I actually care about the family I’m staying with. They interest me, and they’re nice to me. Their relationship specifically peaks my interest, but I’m not ready to think deeper into why.

During my relentless inquisitions I learned Talen, Austyn, Greyson, and Duncan live at home with their parents. At first it made no sense for Declan and Duncan to want to be apart, but Maggie explained it to me over dinner that night. 

“Duncan is in law school. His school is closer to us than the boys’ apartment. Declan finished business and trade school and now owns his own construction company. His office is closer to the apartment than to our home so they decided to part ways temporarily. They still see each other nearly daily, so it isn’t a big deal to them. Duncan won’t be in school much longer anyway, and he’ll move in with them I’m sure.”

“Is Talen in school, also?” I ask between bites of meatloaf and mashed potatoes. 

“Sort of.” Jack nods. “He works as a site manager for Declan’s company, while going to trade school on the side. He wants to buy into Declan’s company when he finishes school. He still lives at home because his school is close by us.” 

“They all seem so close,” I muse. 

Maggie brightens. “They’re best friends. The five of them always talk about having Declan and Talen build a big house for them all to share when Duncan and Talen move out. It won’t be long before they start working on the blue prints, I’m sure. Austyn might even move in with them when he’s older.”

“They’ve been searching for some good land near us for a while now,” Collin tells me.

“And you’re retired?” I ask Jack, unable to stop myself.

“In a way, I am. I retired from the military, but both Collin and I work with the FBI. He retired from the military a year before me. That’s actually where we met. We went to basic training together. 

“Also, there’s something you should know. Just so you’re aware, we do have our guns in the house but they’re secure. Especially with Greyson running around, we never leave them out.”

“Just don’t hold me at gun point like Lochlan and we’ll be good.” I grin. 

Maggie sputters, her sip of water going all over the table. “Lochlan did what?”

“Erm.” I shrink into my seat. I don’t want to get him into trouble. He’s been decent to me since the pool incident. “It was a misunderstanding. Really no big deal.”

“Please, explain,” Jack orders kindly. “We need to know what happened.”

I sigh heavily and straighten up in my chair. “It was my first night here. I’d been on my way to the kitchen for a snack in the middle of the night and Lochlan was on his way up the stairs. He didn’t know me and I didn’t know him. I ran from him and I guess he thought I was an intruder or something. I thought he was an axe murderer, though, so of course I ran like hell- uh, I mean heck.” 

Maggie snorts at my language correction then gestures for me to continue. “Anyway, he was keeping me from going anywhere and I think he was planning to call Collin for help, but Duncan found us first and cleared up the confusion. Good thing, too, I was about to jump out my window.” 

“Well thank goodness for that,” Maggie huffs. “Lochlan has always acted before thinking, especially when it comes to the family’s safety.”

“I get it. I wouldn’t want some stranger roaming my house- or my parents’ house- in the middle of the night either.” 

“He and Dominic keep their weapons secured as well, just so you’re aware. Greyson spends a lot of time over at their apartment and we will never risk safety with our weapons.” 

“Why do they have guns?” I ask, stuffing another bite into my mouth. Maggie and Collin do the cooking most of the time and they’re amazing at it. Jack taught Austyn everything he knows about cooking from boxes and cans. He and I do the cleanup usually to avoid poisoning the household. 

“They work with the FBI as well.” Maggie shines with pride. “Collin, Jack, Dominic, and Lochlan all work out of the local office. Talen and Declan are my builders. Duncan is my bookworm in law school, and Austyn… Well we aren’t sure what Austyn wants to do yet. He hasn’t decided but he has plenty of time.” 

“My bet is he follows after us and goes into law enforcement.” Collin beams. “He’s always trying to get in on our cases and help if we let him.”

A few days later, while helping Maggie put away groceries I asked about the apartment Declan, Lochlan, and Dominic share. It resides about thirty minutes away from their parents, but they spend a lot of time here. Maggie wasn’t kidding when she said there are always people coming and going for meals. Sometimes, it’s only Greyson, me, and the parents. Other times everyone shows up and grabs a plate. Maggie has been trying to teach me to cook, heaven help her. Jack and Austyn make a run for it anytime she pulls me in for a lesson, the traitors.

The woman has the patience of a saint and the heart of one, too. It takes a strong person to be the mother of seven boys and the wife of two more. She does both flawlessly. Never in my life have I met a woman like her. She’s selfless and kind. She doesn’t get angry or yell at her boys. She laughs when they track mud through her newly mopped floors. She rolls her eyes and smiles when they tackle each other and knock things over in her living room. She happily makes extra meals when they swarm the kitchen like locusts. She’s everything I wish I could have in a mother but never will. Being in her presence is bittersweet.

At the end of my first month with the family the guys spend more time around the house. Because Jack was finally home, they all took a full week off to spend with him. Lochlan, Dominic, and Declan even stayed in their old rooms. The first day or two I tried to stay out of their way. They needed family time and I’m not part of that. 

But every time I’d sneak off to my room someone would come drag me back. The first time Duncan came knocking on my door with concern etched in his features. “Are you alright?” He asked when I opened my door for him. “You left kind of abruptly.”

“I’m fine, I just wanted to give you all some guy time.” 

“Please come back,” he coaxes, taking my hand in his. His touch strikes me dumb and I willingly follow him down the stairs. 

That night, everyone came around for dinner again. This was the first time since the day I arrived the whole family was accounted for. When Maggie yelled upstairs that it was time to eat, I stayed behind in my room to work on some homework, trying once again to allow them family time.

Talen came up searching for me a while later. “Hello, Sugar,” he sing songs, leaning closer to me. “Can I take a pretty girl to dinner?”

“Erm,” I stutter, wishing words would form on my tongue. Talen flirts a lot, but it’s his compliments that get me every time. “Okay?”

He laughs loudly, pulling me up from my bed and leading the way to the kitchen. When Dominic spotted me he winked and tugged me into his side. “I’ve told you- we have told you- a million times. You aren’t intruding, Parker. We want you around.”

I just smile and shrug my shoulders as a feeling of warmth spreads through me.

The more time I spend with the guys, the more confusing they become to me. After Talen came to get me that night, I stopped sneaking away to my room and decided I’d let them tell me when they wanted me to get lost. They haven’t yet, though I’m still waiting.
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“Okay, I can do this,” I tell myself firmly. I put one foot in front of the other, slowly inching forward. “I won’t die from it.” Another step, and another. “Stop being a baby, Parker.” 

“Are you talking to yourself?” Lochlan’s deep voice comes from close behind me and I jump two feet in the air, spinning around to face him. 

I prop my hands on my hips and give Lochlan my meanest glare. “Do you guys enjoy scaring the shit out of me?”

Lochlan’s lips twitch slightly as he shrugs. “Yes, yes we do. Now answer my question..”

“Yes, I was talking to myself,” I growl. “I’m working on… something.”

His eyes lift from my face to seek out my obvious destination. He smirks widely, crossing his tattooed arms over his massive chest. “Poor little Parker is scared of the big fluffy doggies.”

My cheeks burn bright with anger and embarrassment. “Shut it, Lochlan. I’m not scared. I’m being cautious. That beast tried to kill me once before. I have a right to be a little ambivalent.” 

“You’re being dramatic.” 

He strolls past me, toward the far corner of the backyard where Kit and Pup lounge lazily. A dirty, well chewed, bright orange tennis ball sits abandoned between the two of them. Lochlan marches up to the dogs, sitting down and picking up the ball. Pup and Kit jump to attention at the chance to play. Lochlan tosses the ball to the other side of the yard and I watch as the two beasts take off after it. Lochlan turns his attention back to me and motions for me to join him. 

Hesitantly, I make my way over to him, sinking down to the grass. “They love that damn ball. If you play fetch with them, they’ll be your best friend.”

“Where’d the ball come from?” I tense as Kit races for us, tennis ball wedged in her powerful jaws. Instead of running me over- or eating me- she drops the ball in my lap and plops her butt down. Her tongue droops from the side of her panting mouth and her tail swishes back and forth with glee. I giggle at her playfulness. Between the two, Kit’s my favorite. She didn’t attack me after all.

As Lochlan answers me, I grab the ball from my lap and throw it. The ball doesn’t go nearly as far this time, but Kit and Pup still chase after it. “Greyson picked it out for them when we first got them.”

“He’s adorable.” I smile to myself thinking of the blonde tornado currently getting a bath from Maggie. She hadn’t planned on giving him one at such an early hour, but the markers he found and used to draw his tattoos warranted a scrub down. “He tried to draw tattoos on his arms earlier. He said if you can have them then he can, too.”

Lochlan’s lips turn up into the biggest smile I’ve seen from him yet. “He always wants to do everything I do.”

“I noticed.” I chuckle. 

Lochlan’s brows draw together and he frowns. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Erm.” I glance at him from the corner of my eye, and then back to the dogs. They’ve abandoned the ball for belly rubs. Kit rolls onto her back in front of me and Pup takes Lochlan’s attention. “It means I noticed?”

Lochlan makes a noise of disbelief and I sigh deeply. “Why does everything have to have a hidden meaning with you? I don’t really speak in code, Lochlan. If I say something, I mean it.”

He considers me for a long time and I remain silent, allowing him to think. After a while he deflates, his shoulders slumping forward. “I don’t mean to be a dick all the time. Greyson is my soft spot. I can’t help how protective I am of him.”

“You two have a crazy close bond. He’s a mini version of you.” 

“He always has been. When he was first born he cried a lot, colic baby. Not much calmed him down, but if I held him he’d get quiet almost instantly. His eyes would get big and wide and he’d just stare at me like I hung the moon. He trusted me with his life and I swore I’d never let him down.” 

I peek up at Lochlan under my lashes and give him a soft smile. “You could never let that little boy down. You’re his hero and I have a feeling you always will be.”

Lochlan doesn’t respond, but his features soften further as he pets Pup’s belly. “What do your tattoos mean?” I ask, changing the subject in hopes of lifting the mood. 

He glances down at his arms and shrugs. “It would take all night to tell you about all of them.” 

“Do you have more than what’s on your arms?” My gaze wanders to his chest and I have the urge to lift his shirt and inspect him, not just for tattoos. 

He nods. “Quite a few more, actually.” He points to a large tattoo on his forearm. “This is for Mom. She loves sunflowers. She’s really important to me and I wanted to honor her in a subtle way. She cried when I came home with it, though I think it was part in shock of me getting another tattoo.”

I giggle thinking of Maggie’s reaction to Lochlan covering his arms in tattoos. “What about the yin and yang symbol?” 

“Dad and Pop,” he explains. “The two of them are complete opposites, but our family wouldn’t work without both of them.”

“Are most of them for your family?” 

“Yeah, most are for them. The football is for Talen. He loves sports and played all through school. We all wondered if he’d go pro, but he wanted to work with Declan instead. The wrench and saw are for Dec. The word peacemaker in Spanish, I bet you can guess who that’s for.”

“Dom?”

He smirks. “Good guess. The stack of books is for Duncan and the dragon is for Greyson.”

“Dragon? Does he like them?” 

“Yeah, sort of.” Lochlan snorts and rubs a hand over his head. “I told him to pick whatever he wanted. Thank fuck he chose a bad ass looking dragon. He was into them a year ago when I got it, but he was also into that purple princess on TV. Now he’s more into cars and trains.”

“You let a three year old pick a permanent tattoo?” My eyebrows rise to my hairline. 

Lochlan scratches at his jaw and shrugs. “He really wanted to. I couldn’t say no to him.” 

I study him for a moment. He would do anything for his family. Maybe his rough and tough exterior is just his way of protecting them. I suddenly want to get past the bullshit and figure out what he’s really like.

“Maybe I’ll tell you about the rest some day.” 

I perk up. “I’d like that.” 

A loud bang sounds from the house and our heads swivel to find the source. I bark out a laugh when I realize Austyn has knocked on the glass, holding up a piece of notebook paper with the words “HELP ME, STARSHINE” written in bold black ink. He points behind him to Maggie and back to his sign. I squint, getting a closer look at Maggie and find her at the stove. She’s trying to make Austyn cook. I throw my head back and laugh. Poor guy needs a rescue. He presses his face against the glass, making weird faces at us.

“I suppose I should go save him.” I hop up to my feet and turn back to Lochlan. His famous scowl is back in place, though I can’t figure out why. We were having a good chat five minutes ago and now he’s all grumpy again. 

He gets up also, barely giving me a nod as he walks away toward the garage. I don’t know that I’ll ever figure out these guys and their odd behavior. I pet Kit’s head once more, then stroll toward the house. Austyn continues to press his face against the glass until Maggie sneaks up behind him and smacks him upside the head. He ducks and spins toward her, giving her a sheepish smile. She says something to him and hands him a rag and a bottle of window cleaner. She points to the smudges he made and walks away. When he turns back to me, I’m at the back door. I roll it open and point at him. “Ha-ha, you’re in trouble,” I sing. 

“Shut it, Starshine.” He presses the trigger on the window cleaner harder than necessary and goes about cleaning his mess. 

I stick my tongue out at him and walk into the kitchen, around the island. “Make me, Buttercup.” 

“Play nice, children.” Maggie pats my shoulder as she walks by, her lips turned up into a content smile. 

“She started it.”

“He started it.”

“Don’t make me pull this car over,” Dominic growls playfully. He and Talen enter the kitchen, taking seats at the island. “What are the two darlings bickering about this time?” 

“Austyn’s a wiener.”

“Parker’s a butthead.” 

 Dominic and Talen roll their eyes at us and Maggie chuckles. “You two are impossible. Austyn, I saw your call for help. If you don’t want to help me bake the cookies, maybe Parker will.” 

“Great plan, Ma! Later, Starshine.” Austyn rushes out of the room, window cleaner and rag still in his hands. 

I glare at his rapidly retreating back. “You’re a damned traitor!” I cringe and glance back at Maggie. “I meant darn.”

“I’m sure you did.” She shakes her head good naturedly. “But now you have to help me with the cookies.”

 “Ah, Mom,” Talen whines while slumping down in his seat. “We wanted the cookies to be edible.”

I grab the dish rag from the counter and throw it at Talen’s head. “Jerk.”

He laughs, pulling the rag off his face. “Sorry, Parker, but you know I’m right.”

“He’s definitely not wrong.” Dominic adds, cringing slightly when I glare his way. 

A sudden and brilliant idea pops into my head. “Maybe Declan will like the cookies I make.”

Talen’s eyes grow wide. “You wouldn’t.”

“Oh, I would and I will.” I shoot him an evil grin. “If I tell him Maggie made them, he won’t even ask questions.”

“She’s devious.” Talen jumps off his stool and rounds the island. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me into a hug. “I cannot wait to see his face. You’re an evil genius.”

“I’m not getting on Declan’s bad side.” Dominic throws his hands in the air and vacates his stool. “I know nothing about this. I was with Lochlan in the garage the entire time.” He strolls out of the room, whistling innocently. 

Talen waves Dominic off, turning back to me and Maggie. “I’ll get in on this. If he sees me eating some of mom’s cookies he won’t question taking one of yours from the only plate on the counter. He won’t even think twice.” 

“Normally, I would say don’t poke a bear, but this does sound a bit fun.” Maggie’s mischievous smile doesn’t surprise me. She knows how to have a little bit of fun. “Let’s get to it.”

Two hours later, Maggie has three perfect batches of chocolate chip cookies and two batches of sugar ones. I genuinely tried to make my first batch, but they’re more like hockey pucks than cookies. I tried to bite into one and nearly broke a tooth. “I really don’t know what happened! I did everything the same way as Maggie.”

“You put the eggs?”

“Yeah, I put the eggs.”

“Did you remember flour?” 

“Of course I added flour!” 

“And the baking soda?” 

“Yes I… Oh… Oh no!” I smack my forehead with the palm of my hand. “How did I forget the stupid baking soda?” 

“It’s okay, Parker,” Maggie soothes, her hand on my shoulder. “We can make the next batch right. Just use this one for Declan’s special treat.” 

“I may as well.” I shrug. “I was going to make a real batch first and then add hot sauce to Declan’s, but I suppose this will work just as well.” 

“True genius,” Talen sighs dreamily, fluttering his eyelashes at me. “Marry me, you sneaky lass.”

“I can’t marry someone who calls me anything rhyming with ass,” I counter. My lips twitch. 

Talen hangs his head in defeat. “Fair enough. I’ll try again someday.”

“Sure you will.” I wave him off and continue on baking my second batch. 

They turn out much better than the first. “They’re not too bad,” Talen exclaims. 

“You don’t have to act so dang surprised.” I rest my hands on my hips and narrow my eyes at him. “I’d like to see you bake.” 

“Calm down, Tiger.” Talen snickers. “It was supposed to be a compliment. Now wait here, I’m going to go call for everyone to come down and grab some cookies.” 

I scrunch my brow. “Doesn’t that mean everyone will get one of my hockey pucks? I thought it was just Declan we were going after.”

“Casualties of war, Parker.” He winks and strolls from the kitchen to round everyone up. 

Clapping my hands together, I grin gleefully and rub my hands. “This is so awesome.”

Maggie and I lean against the far counter and watch as the guys come rushing into the kitchen. Everyone picks up a cookie from the only plate on the island. Maggie conveniently hid her cookies in the pantry. Dominic clearly knows to keep away, so he remains behind the guys watching them with a twinkle in his eye. 

As most of the guys attempt to take a bite of the cookies, it becomes harder and harder to hold in the laughter. The reactions range from shock to outrage. 

“What the fucking hell happened to the cookies?” Austyn cries while banging the rock hard baked good on the counter. 

“Are you mad at us or something, Mom?” Duncan sets his cookie down on a napkin in front of him and scoots it away. “Do we need to talk about it?”

“Holy shit, Ma.” Lochlan coughs, wiping his hand across his mouth. 

Maggie sniffles, covering her face with her hands. Her shoulders shake and to anyone else it would appear she’s distraught and crying. Talen, Dominic, and I know her issue isn’t tears from being upset. It’s tears from laughing too hard and trying to hold it in.

“Guys, what the fuck?” Declan hollers at them, stepping around the island and hugging his mom to his chest. “She worked hard to make those and you fucks are acting like douche bags about it.” 

“You might want to taste it before you defend her, bro.” Austyn holds his hands up, not willing to surrender. 

Declan lets Maggie go and stomps over to the island. He picks up his cookie and attempts to take a normal bite. The problem with a normal bite from these cookies is they’re too hard for that. Declan’s back is to us but his shoulders hunch forward, telling us the second he realizes how right his brothers are. 

“Come on, Ma, don’t cry.” Lochlan slinks over to his mom and hugs her tight. “It’s not that we don’t like the cookies. It’s just that they’re… different than you normally make.” 

Maggie breaks character by snorting, her laughter soon following. “I’m sorry, Parker. I tried.” She barely manages to get the words out before collapsing into another laughing fit. 

“What does she mean?” Declan swirls around on his heel and pins me with a glare. 

My eyes widen and I glance around at the four indignant men around the room all watching me. Talen and Dominic remain silent. Not wanting to go down alone, I point at Talen. “Talen made me do it!” 

Without another word I try to run away and hide out, but Declan catches me around the waist. He pulls my back to his front, wrapping both arms around me and holding tight. “You’re not going anywhere.” The whisper of his breath against my neck sends shivers of pleasure through my body. “Now that I’ve got you, what am I going to do with you?”

“I can think of a few things.” The breathy words leave my lips before my brain to mouth filter kicks in. Declan stiffens behind me momentarily before his arms tighten further around me. I melt into him, not caring if he comes up with a devilish plan of retribution. Being held by him is worth the payback. 

Declan presses his lips against my neck and I send up a silent thanks to anyone listening that we are faced away from the other guys currently groveling to Maggie in the kitchen. My lips part and a shuddered breath leaves me. “I think,” Declan whispers, his voice husky and deep. “I’ll save my payback for another time. I like this better, anyway.” His lips come to rest on my neck again. 

“Dec, are we going to throw her in the dumpster with her shitty cookies or what?” Leave it to Austyn to ruin a moment. Declan drops his hands from around my body as if I suddenly caught fire. I groan out my frustration, turning with him to face everyone. 

“If you try throwing me anywhere, I’ll shave your head while you sleep, Buttercup.”

“You’re evil, Starshine.” 

Declan makes a sound of irritation while glowering at Austyn. I want to ask what his sudden mood shift is about, but Maggie cuts in with her “real” cookies. The guys each grab one for themselves and take a small bite to be sure they are edible. Within minutes, they devour the entire plate full.

I go back to leaning against the counter with Maggie, watching the brothers bicker and joke around. “You sure fit in well with my boys, Parker. I’m glad you’re part of the group now.” Maggie grins down at me. Her casual comment hits me straight in the gut. I’ve never fit in with anyone, anywhere. To be told I’m part of something makes my chest ache and my eyes fill with tears. Even while I desperately work to dry the moisture from my eyes, I can’t stop the big smile spreading across my face. 
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"Men are devils," I groan rolling onto my side. "All you have to worry about is scratching your balls and hiding boners in public."

"Well aren't we in rare form this evening." Austyn smirks, patting my hip lightly. "What's got your panties all in a twist?" 

"Girl problems." 

Austyn frowns as he tries to decode my groaning. Sudden understanding alights in his eyes. "You're on your... Erm... You know." 

"Seriously?" I sniff, pushing him with my foot. "You say some of the most vile and disgusting words I've ever heard in my life and you can't even say that word."

"I don't know much about girl shit, okay? Cut me some slack."

I shake my head. "Nope, I won't. You have a mother. You should be sensitive to her once a month, or at the least Collin and Jack should." 

"I'm sure they are." Austyn shrugs, shoving a bite of sandwich into his mouth. "I wouldn't fucking know. It's not like they make her... issues... a family affair."

"You did not just call it 'her issues'." I glare hard and debate kicking him in the balls for being a dumbass. 

Austyn rolls his eyes. "I'm going to finish my lunch in the kitchen before I lose an eye. You're evil when your PMSing."

"Just so you know, when I'm not basically dying I will kill you for your assholiness." 

"Love you more, Starshine."

"Fuck you, Buttercup." He strides out of the room, but I hear his footsteps stop just outside the living room. He stage whispers to someone. "Beware the beast. She's having girl issues and she's not exactly sunshine and gummy bears."

"Douche bag!" I shout over my shoulder to Austyn. I'm secretly hoping against all hope it's Maggie he's warning, but I know I'd have heard some form of a smack if it was her. 

Duncan rounds the corner as Austyn's laughter fades as he walks to the kitchen. 

I groan, partly in pain from another bad cramp and partly with embarrassment over having Duncan know what's wrong. 

Duncan drops down gently into the seat Austyn vacated. He places his hand on my thigh and squeezes softly. "Hey, love. How are you feeling?"

"You don't want to know," I gripe, turning my darkening cheeks away from him. 

He chuckles lightly and squeezes my leg again. "On your period, huh?" 

My eyes pop wide and I turn back to Duncan in shock. "Oh god, I cannot believe you just said that." 

"What? Period? It's just a word, Parker." He smirks. "There's far worse things I could say to you than to ask if you're on your period."

"I'm in hell." I throw my arm over my eyes, blocking out the world. "Pure hell." 

The couch shifts as Duncan stands. I don't remove my arm from my eyes as I listen to his footfalls leave the room. He clearly wants nothing to do with me and my hormonal grumpiness. My period isn't usually so horrible, but this month the cramps make little things like walking a large task. The pain is sharper than normal. I only need a day or two and I'll be fine again. When I explained to Austyn he just needed to let me waste away in my room for a few days, he hadn't believed me. He dragged me downstairs, almost literally, and deposited me on the couch. I tried to warn him. Even a rom-com won't help me feel better right now. He must not have believed me at first. He started some movie and tried to get me into it. I simply held my stomach and moped for an hour before giving up any attempts at paying attention. It's his own fault for not listening to me when I told him to get lost. 

About half an hour after Duncan left me to my self-pity, he comes back. I eye him speculatively as he rounds the couch and marches straight up to me. He tucks one arm under my legs and the other behind my back, easily lifting me off the couch. 

I gasp at the sudden shift in gravity and cling to him with all my strength. "You're going to drop me! Put me back down." 

"What? You think Lochlan can carry you, but I can't? I'm wounded, love." He smirks, clearly not offended at all. 

I roll my eyes, though my arms stay wrapped around his neck securely. "You know that's not what I meant. I'm not Greyson sized, you'll throw your back out or something if you hold me too long. Also, where the hell are you taking me? Do you have a secret dungeon I'm about to be thrown in?"

"You're close to Greyson's size." He chuckles, swinging me slowly from side to side with each step he takes. 

Allowing one of my hands to drop from his neck, I smack him in the chest and growl. "Not funny, Duncan." 

"It's a little funny." He snickers. "And as for our not-so-secret dungeon. Yes, I'm going to toss you in the basement until you behave."

"Been there, done that," I huff under my breath as we reach my room. 

Duncan pauses at my bedside, laying me down easily. He places one hand on either side of my head and leans close to me, caging me in. "What does that mean?"

His nearness startles me. I blink rapidly, trying to clear my mind but I can't think straight. "What?" 

"You said been there, done that. What do you mean by that?" He backs away a few inches, giving me some space to clear my head. 

When he's not so close to me, I'm able to process his question. "Oh, that. It was just a foster home I was in when I was about twelve. They had a basement they'd stick us in when we misbehaved. The family was completely insane. They'd leave us down there for a few hours, sometimes a full day, then they'd let us out and pretend it never happened. They were kind of certifiable."

"Damn, Parker," Duncan breathes, dropping his forehead against mine. "We won't let anything like that ever happen to you again, I promise you." 

"You don't have to promise that." My voice is only a whisper, worried if I speak too loudly Duncan will move and break the precious contact we have. 

He rolls his head side to side against my forehead. "I don't have to do a lot of things, but I won't break this promise. If you'll let me, I'll take care of you." 

His declaration strikes me dumb. I'm sure he means while I'm staying with his parents, but his tone has me wishing he means so much more. 

Before I can respond, Duncan backs away and reaches down to the ground. I sit up slightly, trying to figure out what he's up to. He pulls a heating pad off the floor and sets it on my stomach. "That'll help some." 

I gape at him. "You set this up for me?" 

"It took a while to find it, but yeah, I did." His cheeks darken a shade and he shrugs as if his actions are no big deal. "I grabbed this stuff for you also." He picks up a brown bag from my nightstand and pulls out a bottle of medication, my favorite green tea, and a bar of chocolate. 

Tears spring to my eyes at his thoughtfulness. Duncan looks horrified for a split second before scooping me up and holding me to his chest. "What is it? I can find something else if you don't like chocolate, love." 

"No, it's not that." I sniffle, pulling shuddering breaths in through the tears. "No one has ever taken care of me like this before. I don't know what to say. You're just so sweet." 

Duncan holds me quietly, running his hand through my hair as I gain control of my tears. When I can finally breathe normal again, he pulls back and places his hands gently on each side of my face, ensuring my eyes are locked on his. "You should always be taken care of, Parker. If you stick with us, you always will be. You're worth so much more than a crappy foster family treating you like you're nothing. You'll never have to deal with assholes like that again. I promise, I'll take care of you." 

I don't have a response for Duncan, but he doesn't seem to mind. He continues to push his fingers through my hair in the silence. My eyes grow heavy and rather than fighting the fatigue I let Duncan's soft caress and calming presence lull me to sleep. Just before I slip away I feel a warm kiss placed on my forehead.
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 “Parker,” Maggie calls, poking her head around the frame of my door. “I need to go to the grocery store. Jack and Collin took Greyson to the park for the afternoon, so I can get away with a big trip. Would you like to go?”

Blinking a few times to get my vision focused, I glance away from my computer and smile at her. “Yeah, I just finished my last assignment for the week so I’m free.” Not a lie, I did finish my last assignment about an hour ago. I don’t feel the need to explain to her the last hour was spent thinking about my time with her sons the past few weeks. They won’t get out of my head.

“It’s only Tuesday.” She chuckles. “You can pace yourself with your homework. You don’t need to rush.” 

“It’s just habit,” I admit sheepishly, standing and following her from my room. “Before you let me use that laptop, I never knew when I’d be able to get to the library. When I got to use the library computers, I did as much work as possible so I wouldn’t fall behind.” 

“I’m glad the laptop is working so well for you.” She grins, patting my shoulder. “But you know I’m not letting you use it, I gave it to you.” 

“I’m still not comfortable just taking a whole computer from you,” I admit, biting my thumb nail. “It’s not like a notebook or a pen or something. It’s an expensive electronic.” 

“Well, then, you can borrow it indefinitely.” 

Arguing with her would be pointless. It’s only been a handful of weeks, but I learned fast Maggie always wins. Instead, I make a mental note to leave the computer when it’s my time to move out. Not needing to rush off to a library or find a close bus stop hits the top ten on my list of reasons why the Harper-Smith family is unbelievably amazing. 

Number four on my list jumps out of his room as Maggie and I walk by. “Hey, Starshine. Where are you two going?”

“Hey, Buttercup.” I chuckle, linking my arm with Austyn’s as we continue to follow Maggie down the stairs. “We’re off to the store.”

“We’re going shopping?” He perks up and gains a small skip in his step. “Works for me. I was just telling Mom you need new clothes.”

“That’s not the kind of shopping we are doing, Austyn.” Maggie chuckles, shaking her head. 

Austyn gasps dramatically. “Mom, her closet though. You’ve seen it.”

“I have.” She crosses her arms and raises an amused brow. 

“It’s a disaster. We have to take her shopping and buy her shit. It’s a shit show, Ma! A shit show!” Austyn waves his arms crazily in the air, and I burst into laughter. 

Maggie snorts, trying to keep her amusement in. “Language, Austyn. You two already got to go shopping last week. I’ve seen her closet since then. It’s no longer a disaster.”

Austyn pokes his lower lip out. “You never let me have any fun.”

“I know.” She shrugs, her lips twitching. “Would you like to come to the grocery store with us?”

“Will there be samples?” He perks up at the invitation. 

Maggie tilts her head and thinks for a second. “Probably.”

“Sold!” Austyn fist pumps the air. “I’ll go get my shoes.”

While Austyn puts his shoes on, Maggie and I bring the car around to wait on him. “This should be interesting.”

“Why’s that?” I ask, watching out my window for signs of Austyn.

“Our family basically keeps the little grocery store near town in business. They eat every meal like it could be their last. Even the older boys have been stopping by more often, raiding my kitchen.”

“I’ve noticed.” I chuckle. 

Austyn emerges from the house, and we make silly faces at each other as he approaches the car. Being distracted by Austyn, the back door on the driver side opening startles me, and I let out a squeal. Spinning around quickly, I lock eyes with Talen. 

“Hey there, pretty lady.” He wiggles his brows at me as my cheeks darken. “Where are we going?”

“Grocery store,” Austyn informs him, sliding into the seat next to Talen. 

Talen rubs his hands together in glee. “Excellent. I’m out of my peanut butter ball cereal.” 

“Nasty.” Austyn cringes. “How can you eat that crap and not get sick?”

“I have a sweet tooth.” Talen shrugs, buckling his belt. “I need my sugar fix in the mornings, or I can’t function properly.”

“You mean you can function properly even with the sugar fix?” Austyn quips, dodging Talen’s elbow when it comes his way. 

“Alright, boys,” Maggie huffs, though she appears amused by the two of them. “Settle down and pretend to be adults.”

“I don’t have to pretend to be an adult,” Austyn insists. “I’m under age. I can still act like a kid for a while longer. It’s a perk.”

“You’re not wrong,” I agree, turning in my seat to watch him and Talen. “I’ve got a little bit more time, too.”

“How long until you’re eighteen?” Talen asks, his voice oddly hopeful.

“My birthday is March seventeenth,” I admit, counting the days in my head. “So really soon, I guess.”

“No way.” Talen gapes, his eyes wide. “What are your birthday plans?”

Shrugging, I bring my thumb to my mouth to chew on my nail. “I don’t celebrate my birthday.”

“You have to celebrate it, it’s like a law or something.” Austyn drums on my seat with his fingers. “You must be really lucky being born on St. Patrick’s Day.”

Snorting a humorless laugh, I shake my head. “I’m the least lucky person ever, I think. Also, for having family in law enforcement you really suck at knowing what’s actually a law and what isn’t. Birthday celebrations... Not a law. Wearing your seatbelt... Definitely a law.” 

“Austyn John Harper-Smith, put that seatbelt on right now, or I will pull this car over,” Maggie growls, glaring at Austyn in the rearview mirror. “So help me, if you don’t start wearing your seatbelt, I’m going to get you a child restraint.”

“Traitor,” Austyn mumbles, glaring playfully at me as he clicks his belt into place.

“Lawbreaker,” I fire back, sticking my tongue out at him. 

Talen’s eyes bounce from me to Austyn then back again. He pulls his phone from his pocket with a frown and begins typing away. Tilting my head curiously in his direction, I silently ask Austyn what happened. He sighs quietly and shakes his head, clearly not wanting to answer me. Furrowing my brow, I turn back around in my seat, facing forward, and stare out the window for the rest of the ride to the store.

Talen’s odd behavior isn’t the first time I’ve had awkward moments with the guys. The five of them act strange around me when I’m hanging out with Austyn, much like Dominic did the other day during the pillow fight fiasco and Lochlan when Austyn interrupted us in the backyard. The closer Austyn and I get as friends, the weirder Talen, Dominic, Lochlan, Declan, and Duncan become. 




Part of me wants them to keep their distance. When the five of them are around me, I get jittery and nervous. Not in a way that causes my anxiety issues to flare up, more in the school girl crush sort of way I’ve watched in movies and overheard other girls gossiping about. The idea of any of them being even remotely interested in a girl like me is laughable. The five of them have completely different personalities. Yet, I find myself drawn to each and every one of them. 

Lochlan drives me insane with his grumpy demeanor and constant grumbling. And at the same time, every time we are in the same room together, I want him to pull me into his arms like he did my first day. 

Dominic has yet to lose his temper or show any signs of aggression. He’s completely relaxed, and it makes being around him easy and comforting. We spend a lot of our time going over Spanish and watching terrible soap operas in Spanish. He translates them for me, but I’m fairly sure he makes up half of it. 

 Declan can turn any situation into something funny, and while it should be a bad thing in some moments, I can’t help but laugh along with him every time. He has yet to get me back for the cookie and pool incidents. He probably thinks I forgot, but I’m really plotting my next attack.

Duncan always ensures I’ve got what I need, and I’m comfortable. Of course, he’s simply being a nice guy, but it brings heat to my cheeks every time. He gives me a feeling of safety more than anyone I’ve ever met. When I woke the other day, I felt much better. Duncan wasn’t lying with me like I’d hoped, though, and the disappointment I felt shocked me.

Talen is a complete flirt; I would bet money it’s simply his personality. I actually enjoy him flirting with me and complimenting me constantly. He’s so easy to be around. I’ve spent the least amount of time with him. He never seems to have free time between work and school. 

 In all of the foster homes I’ve lived in, I’ve had plenty of the guys hitting on me or trying to take advantage of me. Being around a bunch of men isn’t new. Being attracted to not one but five of the men is more than new. I’ve never given a crap about a guy before, not like I do now. They’ve shown no interest in me. All I need to do is sweep my developing feelings under a rug for a few months then ride off into the sunset alone as planned. So why does that thought depress me so much? 

“I’m so hungry.” Austyn’s whining startles me out of my thoughts.

Maggie laughs at him. “You had lunch an hour ago. Besides, we’re here already so you can grab some of those samples you can’t live without.”

Maggie manages to find a good parking spot when we arrive. The guys hop out of the back and rush for the door like there’s gold inside. Entering the grocery store, I stand off to the side and allow Maggie to pick her cart. To my surprise, Talen and Austyn grab their own carts as well.

Shuffling my feet, I push my thumb nail against my bottom lip. “Should I grab one?” 

“May want to.” Talen chuckles, nodding toward Austyn who’s already put three different items in his cart. “We don’t usually do small shopping trips.”

“Oh boy,” I mutter, pulling a cart from the line up and following behind Maggie and Talen. 

The four of us spend the next two hours going up and down every aisle. To my utter amazement, we fill all of the carts by the time we finish. To be fair, Austyn’s is mainly full of beverages. Bottled water, juice, milk, some cans of coffee and creamer, and a few cases of sodas weigh it down enough nothing else can be added. 

Somehow Talen managed to fill his cart with snack foods. Maggie doesn’t seem to mind his choices and from the dinosaur shaped graham crackers sitting on top of the pile, I assume not everything he picked is for himself. 

A sharp sting in my lower right side grabs my attention halfway through the shopping trip, and my steps falter. For a few days, a dull ache took up residence in my side. I’ve done my best to push it out of my mind and wait for it to subside. I’m sure it’s part of my period, though that ended yesterday. The pain had been a minor annoyance until today. Now, I can’t ignore the hurt as I walk the aisles of the store. The dull ache has morphed into a stabbing sensation. We wrap up our shopping trip soon after the pain intensifies. Still, I don’t mention it to anyone.

On the ride back, I focus on taking deep breaths and pushing through the hurt. If I can get home and to my bed, rest may help. Not wanting to be rude, I force myself to help bring the groceries into the house and put them away with everyone else. 

“You okay, Starshine?” Austyn inquires quietly as I lean on the counter and wait for the current wave of pain to pass. 

At first, I nod, then shake my head. “I’m not feeling great. I think I’m going to lie down.” Turning my head toward Austyn, I notice Maggie and Talen watching me with concern. My eyes meet Maggie’s. “Is that okay?”

“Of course, Parker. Are you sure you’re all right?” Her brow furrows with obvious worry. 

“I’m fine.” I push off the counter and back up toward the stairs. “It’s just a stomach ache. It’ll pass with some rest I’m sure.” 

Before she can respond, I head up the stairs and to my room. With every step I take, the pain intensifies. By the time I fall into my bed, I can hardly breathe. Turning to my side, I curl up and attempt deep breaths. Waves of nausea hit, and I fight to keep myself from getting sick. I can’t get up to make it to the bathroom if needed. 

I have no idea how long I lay curled up on my bed before Declan calls for me from the hallway. I attempt to turn onto my back and sit up but something like a knife in my side stops me. I cry out and grab onto my stomach, tears leaking from my eyes. 

“Parker?” Declan calls again, closer this time. His face swims into my line of sight. His eyes widen as he takes in my pathetic state. “What’s wrong?”

“It hurts,” I whimper. Shutting my eyes tight, I try to breathe in and out normally, but all I manage are small pants. “It really hurts.”

“Okay, sweetheart, it’s okay.” Declan smoothes my hair back away from my sweat dampened face and kneels next to me. He pulls his cell phone from his back pocket and hits a few buttons while still keeping his hand on my head. “I’ll get some help. Where does it hurt?”

“Stomach.” I groan, clutching tighter as the pain worsens. “The right side.” 

Unable to think straight or say anything more, I simply curl myself tighter and cry as Declan calls for help.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




DECLAN




Heading toward my apartment after work, I make a last-minute decision to stop at my parents’ house for dinner for the third time this week. I wish I could say my reason is because I want to visit my parents and eat my mom’s cooking. Of course, I love spending time with them, and mom’s cooking is the shit but neither of those reasons are what push me to race down the street toward the big, beige house at the end of the road. 

A little, honey blonde holds my attention and won’t let go. Parker has me and my brothers tied in knots. Talen always said this would happen, and we never did anything more than laugh at him. None of us are laughing now. 

The small part of town we live in isn’t like most. The majority of our little town consists of couples in unique relationships. Our parents being one of them. The fact our neighbors to the right are three guys who happen to be married, and to our left are four girls married to one man never occurred to us as strange. Most of us have spent the majority of our lives with Maggie, Jack, and Collin. They raised us to treat every person the same, no matter their race, religion, political views, or even their relationship status. Because of the way we were raised, most of us would consider an unconventional relationship if the right person came along. We never truly believed it would actually happen. 

Parker might be our right person. 

Pulling into the parking lot of my parents’ house I grab my phone from my pocket and text Dominic and Lochlan. 

Gonna be at the parents for dinner. Wanna join?

I know the two of them carpooled to work this morning, and if they show, it’ll be together. A few minutes after sending my message my phone pings with an answer.

On our way

Nodding to myself, I grab my keys and head inside. Aside from Lochlan and Dominic missing, I notice Parker’s absence as well. 

“Where’s Parker?” I ask Talen, sliding into a stool next to him in the kitchen. 

Talen frowns down at his hands, and I straighten with concern. “She’s resting upstairs. She said she didn’t feel well.” 

“Oh, okay.” I shrug and relax assuming it’s probably girl problems. We may not have any sisters, but we aren’t idiots. 

Mom and Pop go about making dinner while Greyson plays fetch with Kit and Pup and the rest of us sit around the island and shoot the shit.

A smug grin overtakes Talen’s lips when Dominic and Lochlan come in. It’s been an hour since I arrived and I can’t sit still. 

“Maybe I should go check on her?” I offer, glancing from Mom to the stairs leading to Parker’s room. “Just to be sure she’s okay and all.”

Mom shrugs, distractedly chopping up veggies for a salad. “If you want to, go for it. Just don’t wake her if she’s asleep.” 

The second Mom agrees, I’m racing up the stairs calling for her. She doesn’t respond at first, and I lower my voice the second time I call in case she’s asleep. A quiet whimper sounds from Parker’s room, and I pick up my pace. 

My steps falter slightly when I find Parker curled into the fetal position on her bed. Tears streak from her eyes as she groans and whines. “What’s wrong?” I demand softly, rushing to her side.

The tears fall faster from her eyes, and she curls into herself tighter. “It hurts. It really hurts.” 

I kneel beside her bed and push her hair from her damp face. Simply touching her forehead briefly, I can tell she’s burning up with a fever. Whispering reassuring words to her, I pull my phone out and press call on the first number I come across. 

Duncan answers on the first ring. “You know I’m right downstairs, right?”

“I need help, it’s Parker,” I bark, not bothering to wait for a reply before hanging up. 

Turning back to the small form on the bed, I continue to try and soothe her as thunderous footsteps come up the stairs. 

Duncan reaches Parker’s room first, skidding to a stop at the foot of her bed. “What happened?” 

“I’m not sure.” I frown down at her as she whimpers again. “She says her stomach hurts on the right side. She’s burning up.”

Mom enters the room soon after Duncan and gives Parker a quick once over. “We need to take her into the ER, now. I’ll have Collin bring the car around, and Jack can watch Greyson.” 

Without argument, I scoop Parker up and carry her as gently as possible down the stairs. Mom rushes ahead of me to explain what’s happening to everyone else. As I reach the front door, it swings open and Lochlan takes a step in. 

“What the hell?” He growls, furrowing his brow at the sight of Parker in my arms. “What the fuck is going on? I stepped outside for two minutes!”

“We don’t know.” I don’t bother stopping to chat. Instead I push my way past him, talking to him over my shoulder. “She’s hurting, and she’s burning up. We’re taking her into the ER.” 

“I’m going with you!” he yells, catching up to me. 

With a half shrug, I nod to my car. “That’s fine. You can follow in your car. Open the back door to my car so I can put her in. I’m not waiting for you, so just meet us there.”

Lochlan complies, opening the back door and helping me set Parker in the back. Mom, Dad, Dominic, Talen, Duncan, and Austyn race out of the house as I round my car to get into the driver seat. Mom quickly slides into the passenger seat of my car, clicking her belt and turning around to watch Parker with concern. 

Austyn slides into the back, cradling Parker’s head on his lap and whispering quietly to her. The sight of him holding her causes a small stirring of frustration, but I push it down. Now is not the time. 

I peel out of the driveway the second Austyn closes his door. Lochlan already has his car started, and in my rear-view mirror, I watch Dominic race to him. Everyone else already piled into his car. No one speaks on the ride to the hospital aside from Austyn’s quiet murmurs to Parker. We all know this could be serious. Parker has become an important part of us in an incredibly short amount of time. None of us want anything to happen to her.

The moment I met her, I knew something would be different with her. It took me a bit, but when Talen gave me the look I realized the impact Parker would have on my family. As much as I hate to admit Talen’s odd prediction would ever make sense, it does now. 

The hospital isn’t far from the house, and I get us there quickly, After parking haphazardly in the emergency lot, we race with Parker in my arms into the ER and search around for help. 

Everything happens incredibly fast. Doctors and nurses surround us, taking Parker and asking questions. Before I understand what’s happening, she’s being placed on a gurney and pushed behind an employee’s only door.

The rest of the guys rush through the ER doors minutes later, bombarding us with questions.

“Calm down, boys.” Mom takes the elastic out of her hair, redoing her ponytail. It’s her nervous habit and I notice the slight shake of her hands as she does it. “They took Parker back as soon as we came in. She got sick in the car on the way here. They don’t know anything yet. They said someone will come update us as soon as possible.” 

Recognizing we can only wait, I take a seat beside the emergency doors. Duncan sits next to me and leans into me slightly. It’s the same gesture we used to do when we were little and we were sad. Watching the rest of my brothers roam the waiting room, looking lost, I lean into my twin as well. 

“She’ll be all right, boys,” Dad assures us, though his voice betrays his concern. “I’m sure it’s just a bug or something.” 

No one replies to him. We all know it’s more than a bug, and it scares the hell out of me to wonder what could be wrong.




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




AUSTYN




Hospitals always take forever with this shit. Plopping down across from Declan and Duncan, I sigh long and loud. It could be hours before we know anything. The fact the doctors and nurses wouldn’t let me or anyone else go back with Parker pisses me off. I want to yell at someone, but I know they’re only doing their job.

As upset as I am, watching my brothers in the waiting room helps distract me. Lochlan has yet to move from his spot by the windows. He simply stands with his arms crossed over his chest and stares outside. Declan and Duncan won’t stop leaning on each other with the strange twin thing they do. Dominic sits next to me and bounces his knee at an alarming speed. Talen won’t shut up. The guy talks like a girl on speed when he’s nervous, and right now, our poor parents get to listen to him ramble on and on about some job he and Declan started at work. 

The guys have it bad for Parker. They believe they’re slick about their feelings, but I know my brothers. For some reason, they won’t make a move, and I have yet to figure out why. Hopefully, when Parker gets out of this place I can bring it up to her and find out if she feels the same about any of them. I don’t expect her to like more than one of the guys, but I know Talen would be smug if she did by some miracle. 

“Family of Parker Thomison?” A man with a white coat calls out from the door to the emergency room. 

We all stand and gather around him, clearly startling the poor guy. “Are you all here for Parker?” 

With unanimous yeses, he nods. “All right, I’m Doctor Jarvis, and I have some questions for you and some may be sensitive but with the condition she’s in we don’t have time for privacy. My first question, is Parker sexually active?” 

All eyes turn to me, and I jolt in shock. “What the hell are you guys looking at me for?” 

“Austyn,” Dad chides gently. He places a calm hand on my arm and turns me to face only him. “We know you and Parker have gotten very close over the last few weeks. If something’s happened between the two of you, you can tell us.” 

“It’s very important young man,” Dr. Jarvis adds, crossing his arms and staring me down. “She could be experiencing an ectopic pregnancy, and if we don’t get the correct information, the implications could be fatal.” 

“Oh my god!” I shriek, waving my hands in the air to stop them. “I have not had sex with Parker! Gross! She’s my best friend, that’s all. She’s never had sex with anyone for that matter from what she’s told me.” 

“You’re sure?” Dr. Jarvis demands, clearly not happy with the idea of being lied to. 

I nod and glare at him. “Yeah, I’m sure. I think I’d remember.”

“Son, if you’re worried what we think, it’s okay. We won’t be mad,” Dad promises, obviously not believing me. 

“I would never have sex with her! That’s just fucking weird!” I shout, getting pissed off.

Lochlan growls, stepping closer to me. “What the hell do you mean by that?” 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I groan, running my hands through my hair. “I’m gay!”

The room descends into silence at my accidental confession. Dr. Jarvis clears his throat. “I’ll come out when we have more information on Parker.”

When Dr. Jarvis disappears behind the emergency room doors, I drop back into my seat and bury my face in my hands. This is a total shit show.
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Waking up sucks. Fog fills my head, and my mouth is drier than the Sahara. Beeping sounds nearby give me a slight headache. Whispers around me frustrate me because I can’t understand what’s being said. Worst of all, my stomach hurts. 

The pain from before vanished, only to be replaced by a bruising throb. Forcing my heavy lids open, I blink several times in a futile attempt to clear my vision. A flurry of quiet activity around me causes my anxiety to bubble up. I can’t locate who or what’s there, and it puts me on edge. The beeping in my ears gets faster and louder as my worry levels rise. 

“Open your eyes, Starshine,” Austyn murmurs in my ear. 

I hadn’t even realized I closed them again until I register his whispers. Prying my eyes open once more, I’m able to focus on Austyn’s face. He smiles wide at me. “Hey, it’s about time your lazy ass woke up.” 

Confusion sets in as the panic eases. “Huh?” Saying only one word hurts my throat, and I cringe as I try to swallow. I start to wonder if I ended up really sick. Trying to sit up, I gasp at the pain it causes in my stomach. 

“Easy, Muñeca,” Dominic warns from the other side of my bed. Turning my head toward him, I huff when he mock-glares at me. “You just had surgery. You need to relax and rest.”

“Surgery?” I squeak, the beeps gaining speed once again. My gaze darts around the room, and the realization I’m in a hospital, a hospital sure to be occupied by tons of doctors, becomes too terrifying for me to handle. My heart and breathing become erratic. Pushing Dominic away, I grit my teeth and sit up in the hospital bed. “No, let me up. I need to get out of here.”

“Parker,” Talen wails, racing to me from across the room. “You need to lie back down.” 

His presence gives me pause. Darting my eyes around the room, I find nearly everyone in my room. Declan and Duncan huddle together in the far corner, leaning their shoulders together. Lochlan follows behind Talen, coming toward me. Greyson, Maggie, Jack, and Collin are the only ones missing. 

Ignoring Talen, I continue struggling to get to my feet, tugging on the IV to get it out. Lochlan growls loudly and picks me up the same way he did my first day with them. He sits down on the bed with me in his lap and holds me gently but tightly, not allowing me to pull on the IV. The pain from the movement of trying to get up and being picked up makes breathing difficult. 

“You need to calm down, or they’re going to come in here and sedate you, Parker,” Duncan reasons, kneeling in front of me and Lochlan, taking my hand in his. 

The idea of a doctor coming close to me sends me deeper into my spiral of terror. “Please, no doctors,” I beg them, clutching at Lochlan’s shirt with one hand and Duncan’s hand with the other. “Don’t let them in here.”

“What happened to make you so afraid of doctors, sweetheart?” Declan sits down next to Lochlan on the bed and smoothes my hair off my forehead. 

I slowly shake my head, not wanting to tell them, but freeze. If I told them, maybe they would understand and let me leave. Besides, I trust them enough to tell them about it now. “I went to a doctor a few years ago because I fell off a swing at the park and broke my arm. The foster parents I had at the time wouldn’t have taken me if other parents hadn’t seen and called an ambulance. It was a pretty bad break, and I guess it looked worrisome. Anyway, when I got to the hospital my foster parents told me to meet them in the car when I was finished. I’m almost positive they went to the parking lot to smoke weed or shoot up, but I didn’t much care.”

“That’s fucked up,” Talen growls, sitting down on the opposite side of Lochlan. 

“Yeah,” I agree, adjusting my position in Lochlan’s lap. He groans quietly and holds me tighter, preventing me from wiggling. I don’t understand why he doesn’t set me down if holding me causes him discomfort. Shaking my head, I refocus my train of thought and continue on. “The first doctor that came in wasn’t anything special. He looked over my arm and told me to wait and he’d be back in. So, I waited and a different doctor came in not long after. He was mean and scary. He told me to come with him to a different room to get the cast put on. I didn’t think much of it, and I followed him until we got to the elevators that lead to the parking garage. When I asked him where we were going...” My voice breaks, and I shiver at the memory. 

“What did he do, Babe?” Lochlan asks, for once not growling as he speaks, though his voice is tight. 

Dominic kneels next to Duncan in front of me and puts a hand on my knee. “Please tell me you got a purple cast instead of a pink one and that’s why you hate doctors.”

I bark out a laugh and shake my head. “I wish that was the case. He told me to shut up and grabbed my bad arm. He dragged me into the elevator, and when I tried to scream, he put his hand on my throat. He told me if I made a sound he would kill me. He… touched and grabbed me, and I tried to fight against him. He stopped when the elevator doors opened to the parking garage. He dragged me to a car, and I started screaming again. I didn’t really care if he killed me at that point. I refused to get into that car.”

Duncan’s grip on my hand tightens as does Lochlan’s hold on me. Dominic stands and paces the room, muttering in Spanish. Declan turns an ugly shade of purple as he glares at the floor. Talen curses under his breath and tightens his fists. Austyn curses loudly and kicks a chair in the corner. 

They need time to calm down, and I do as well. Remembering that monster always gets my heart racing and my mind spinning. Declan buries his face in my hair, putting an arm around me and hugging me awkwardly. It wouldn’t be awkward if Lochlan didn’t refuse to give up his hold on me. 

“What happened next, Starshine?” Austyn demands, visibly upset. 

With a deep breath, I glance around and decide to continue on when I find everyone slightly calmer. “He hit me a few times, trying to get me to shut up. I refused to stop screaming, and someone heard me, thankfully. They started shouting out to us, and the guy pushed me out of his way and onto the ground. He hopped into his car and before he drove away he said ‘If you tell anyone, I will murder you. This isn’t over’. It was a nurse on a break that heard me calling for help. She got me back inside and asked me what happened. I was too scared to say anything. I never told anyone until now. I just avoided doctors and hospitals. I figure it’s where he’d look.”

“Muñeca,” Dominic sighs, taking his position next to me again. 

I snort humorously. “Logically, I know the guy probably forgot all about me. This was like four years ago. But I don’t want to risk it. Please, can I just go home?” 

“Unfortunately, no,” a voice calls from the doorway, startling us all. 

A male doctor comes into the room and dread overtakes me. “I’m Dr. Jarvis. It’s good to see you awake, Parker. Though I do wish you were lying down in the bed and not sitting on the lap of this young man.” 

Lochlan grumbles, but takes the hint and lays me in the bed. He takes a step back, but my grip on his shirt won’t loosen. “Don’t leave me,” I beg, staring wide eyed from him to the others. I grip Talen’s arm with my other hand as he tries to slide off the bed.

“Never,” Talen promises from my other side. He leans down and kisses my forehead as my grip on Lochlan’s shirt eases enough for him to stand up straight. Once off the bed, he takes my free hand. 

The guys surround me, leaving only the foot of the bed for the doctor to stand at. He glances at them curiously, but doesn’t comment. Instead, he turns his full attention to me. “How are you feeling, Parker?” 

“Fine,” I lie smoothly, though unable to look him in the eye. “Can I leave?” 

“Unfortunately, you’ll have to stay a few more days” He picks up a clipboard at the end of my bed. “The surgery went well, but you’re still on antibiotics. Do you remember anything?”

Thinking it over for a second, I recall the last thing I remember. “I know Declan came to check on me. He called for help. He carried me to the car and... That’s all I remember.” 

“Your appendix burst,” Delcan explains, patting my foot. “They had to do emergency surgery and get it out.” 

“So that’s what the pain was.” I roll my eyes, knowing I should have said something sooner. The idea of going to a doctor kept my mouth shut about how badly I hurt. Though at first I really did assume it had to do with my period. “It’s gone now. Just my side hurts, I assume where they cut me open.” 

“Ew,” Austyn mutters, wrinkling his nose. “Can we not with the cutting open comments?”

“Wimp.” I grin cheekily when he shoots a glare my way.

He flips me off, though he can’t fully hide his amusement. “I’m going to find Mom and Dad to let them know you’re awake. They went for coffee, and my guess is they got lost or fell asleep.” He points to me sternly. “Be good.”

“I’ll be back to check on you before my shift is over. The nurse should be in with some pain medication shortly.” Dr. Jarvis nods to the guys and me before exiting the room with Austyn. 

With the doctor gone, I allow my body to relax slightly. “Can we please leave?” I plead again, glancing from one guy to the next, hoping for someone to side with me. “I’m fine and I don’t need to be here anymore.”

“No.” Dominic sighs, plopping down in the chair Austyn kicked earlier. “But someone will always be with you. We’ll keep you safe, Muñeca.” 

The nurse interrupts us long enough to give me some medication in my IV. My body warms up, and my eyes become heavy. “What’s that mean, Dominic?” I ask with a big yawn. 

He frowns. “What does what mean?”

Closing my eyes, I wave my hand in the air trying to remember the pronunciation. “You know, the Monica or whatever the word is.” 

I hear a few of them chuckle. I want to glare, but my eyes are too heavy. 

“Muñeca?”

 “Yeah, that.” 

“It means doll. I guess I haven’t taught you that one yet.”

“Oh,” I mutter, though my voice slurs, even to my own ears. “How old were you when you came to the states?”

Dominic remains quiet for a few long seconds. At first, I don’t expect him to answer, but he finally speaks up. His voice sounds closer, and I realize he’s moved over to be next to me. “My mother died during child birth. My father raised me for five years. He wasn’t made for fatherhood. He wasn’t really a bad guy, just not father material. He decided to turn over custody to my uncle in the states. I lived with him for only a year before he died in a car accident. My father had disappeared by that time without a trace. Social services put me into foster care, and I was placed with Maggie, Jack, and Collin. I called them my parents from day one. It just felt right when I got placed with them.” 

When he pauses, I manage to pry open my eyes. He watches me careful as he continues on. “I was lucky, I had Maggie and Collin and Jack to show me how real families should be. I knew my father wasn’t a good parent, and I knew from being with Maggie, Jack, and Collin that I didn’t deserve what he did to me. He had no excuse for ignoring me during my early childhood then ship me off to an uncle I’d never met.”

“Were you sad?” I whisper when Dominic doesn’t say anything more.

His brow furrows as he mulls over his answer. “I wasn’t sad that I lost my father as much as I was sad that I lost the ability to tell him how I felt and hope he would care, even though I know he wouldn’t have. I was young at the time, but I knew he would never change. I was somewhat relieved to not be sent back to him when my uncle died. I have a real family now, and I know it’s where I was meant to be.” He smiles fondly as he speaks of his family.

I smile with Dominic, glad he found the place where he belongs. My eyes drift closed again without my permission. I drift off to sleep thinking he must not know how incredibly hot it is when he speaks in Spanish. 
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The next time I wake, I crack my eyes open to find Dominic and Declan quietly playing cards on a small foldout table in the corner of the room. Maggie, Jack, and Collin lounge around them, chatting quietly. Someone mumbles my name, grabbing my full attention. My eyes flutter closed again but I strain to hear the conversation. 

“We get it, Mom.” Declan sighs, pushing his hands through his hair, making it stick up sporadically. “We all talked about it last night after she fell asleep. Some of us just need time to decide. We won’t say or do anything until everything is straightened out.”

“I still don’t understand how you three figured it out so easily,” Dominic wonders aloud, glancing from one parent to the other. “The five of us only just talked about this last night for the first time.” 

I’m able to crack my eyes open slightly. 

“A mother always knows, Dom,” Maggie boasts, a cheeky grin directed at her husbands. “I knew about Austyn. I was just waiting for him to admit it.”

“I’m glad he told us.” Collin stuffs his hands into his pockets and leans his shoulder against the wall. “Though, I wish he’d have said something sooner. I hate that he assumed we’d never accept him for being who he is.” 

“Agreed.” Jack nods thoughtfully, “It’s not like it changes how much we love him. But back to the original subject. Don’t do anything until the five of you have a plan in place. We don’t want Parker to be hurt.” 

Hurt? Plan? What the hell is going on, and why can’t I know about it if it involves me? 

Before I can stop myself, I let out a frustrated groan, gaining the attention of everyone in the room. To keep them from knowing I eavesdropped on their conversation, I act as though I’m barely coming around, yawning, stretching, and blinking rapidly. 

“Hey, sweetheart,” Declan murmurs softly, jumping from his chair and striding over to me. “How do you feel?”

Trying to ignore the nickname slipping from his tongue more often lately, I stretch again and take inventory of my body. The incision hurts, but the pain is manageable now. “Tired, sore, but not terrible.”

Dominic gets to his feet and joins Declan at my bedside. Maggie, Jack, and Collin come to stand on the opposite side of the bed. Maggie pats my arm and smiles softly. “I’m glad to see you feeling better. The doctor said a few more days of intense antibiotics, and you’ll be allowed to come home.”

“Days?” My voice squeaks, and I struggle to sit up. “Can’t I just take a pill at the house or something? Why do I have to stay here?”

“Muñeca, I promise you will be safe here. We won’t leave you alone for even a second,” Dominic soothes my hair back. 

My gaze shoots to Maggie, then Jack, and finally Collin. Understanding crosses each of their features and I turn to glare at Dominic and Declan. “You told them?”

“They only know you had some issues with doctors in the past and your fears are valid. We didn’t tell them anything else, sweetheart. We’d never break your trust like that.” Declan’s words placate me and I relax into the bed. 

Taking my hand in his, Dominic kisses the back and winks. 

My eyes widen, and my jaw drops, unable to believe he actually did such a thing, especially in front of his parents and Declan. Glancing from one person to the other, I frown at the mixed reactions. Declan simply rolls his eyes and smirks at his brother. Truthfully he can’t really say much since he sort of kissed my neck a while back. Maggie giggles happily. Collin snorts, and Jack coughs to cover a laugh. I’m not sure if they’re all amused by Dominic or my shock, but I brush it off. 

“You promise?” I demand, squeezing Dominic’s hand. “You swear?” Locking eyes with him, I silently plead for him to understand.

He bends at his waist and puts his face impossibly close to mine, his breath ghosting on my cheek. “Te lo juro por mi vida, Muñeca.” His words wrap around me like silk, causing a shiver to run through me. 

“Um,” I stutter, shaking my head slowly trying to remember how to form words. “I... What?”

“I promise, Muñeca.” He chuckles, standing to his full height again. “I know how much you like it when I talk in Spanish, though. I think we need to up our lessons so you can understand me.” 

“How do you know I like it?” I challenge, narrowing my eyes. 

Declan chokes on air, spinning around to face away from me. His shoulders shake with obvious laughter as he walks toward the chair he vacated moments ago. Dominic grins wickedly. “I believe your last words to me were ‘he must not know how hot it is when he speaks in Spanish’.” 

It takes a second for his words to sink in, but when I realize he’s quoting my thoughts from before I fell asleep earlier, I gasp. “Oh for the love of God and all that is holy, tell me I didn’t say that out loud.” 

Declan bursts into laughter, no longer able to hold it in. Maggie, Jack, and Collin quietly excuse themselves from the room, claiming to need coffee. They don’t fool me; they’re attempting to hold onto their laughter until they leave. I’d call them on it if I wasn’t so busy trying to disappear. 

“Oh hell, just kill me now,” I groan, sinking further into the bed and covering my face with the blanket. 

The sound of the door opening echoes through the room as Maggie, Collin, and Jack leave. “What the hell did you do, Dom?” 

Upon hearing Talen’s voice, I throw the covers down and glare harshly at Dominic. “He’s being mean to me.”

Talen gapes at us for a moment before his eyes roam over to Declan who can hardly breathe through his laughter. Talen finally shrugs and plops down on the chair next to Declan. “I find that hard to believe, but I’ll kick his ass if you want me to.” 

“Yeah, because you could take me.” Dominic rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “Think again, little brother.”

“I could easily take you on,” Talen grumbles, crossing his arms indignantly and glaring. 

His pout is adorable, and I can’t help but giggle. He turns his attention to me and grins cheekily. “So, why is he being mean?” He asks, leaning back in his seat. He stretches his arms, linking them behind his head and my mouth goes dry. Talen’s arms are firm and strong and I want him to use them to grab me and-

Shaking my head free of my perverted thoughts, I jump back on topic. “Nothing,” I mumble, suddenly realizing I don’t want Talen to know what I said about Dominic. I was just thinking about how attractive Talen is, I can’t go about telling him how hot his brother is, too. “Never mind.” 

Talen raises one brow and turns to Dominic for an explanation. He shrugs. “She likes Spanish.” 

Clearly, Talen overheard my pain medication induced confession by the way his eyes light up. I grab my pillow and throw it at him, barely hitting his feet. Throwing isn’t easy right after surgery, apparently. With a growl, I drop down onto the bed and silently curse the three of them. 

“I’m sorry, Muñeca.” Dominic chuckles and leans close to me, whispering in my ear. “Though I’m not sorry you find it sexy when I speak to you in Spanish. Encuentro todo lo que tu dices muy sexy.”

My breath hitches as my eyes close slightly. Dominic whispering to me in Spanish causes my body to react in ways I can’t control. He must know it, too, because as he backs up he gives me a sultry smile. After a subtle wink directed at me, he walks over to Declan and Talen without another word. At the same moment, a nurse walks into the room. Normally I’d hate to have her in here, but I welcome the distraction. “Medication time, Miss Parker.” 

“I don’t need it.” I put my hand up to stop her from touching my IV. “I’m fine.”

“Are you sure?” She asks, skeptical. “You’re due for a dose.” 

“I’m good.” I wrinkle my nose at the syringe in her hand. “I’ll call if I need it.”

“Alrighty then.” She shrugs, writing something down on my clipboard before leaving.

The room remains silent for a few long moments; although, I can tell the guys are debating mentioning my refusal of the medicine. Lochlan and Duncan enter the room not long after the nurse leaves. The two of them quickly pick up on the quiet tension. 

Lochlan opens his mouth, probably to yell or growl at someone, but Talen clears his throat, grabbing everyone's attention before Lochlan can speak. “Aren’t you hurting? You just had surgery less than twenty-four hours ago. You should take the meds.”

“I don’t like pain medication,” I admit quietly. “Or any medication that could be addicting.” 

“You don’t want the medication? Why not?” Lochlan wonders, watching me closely through narrowed eyes. “Have you had problems with them in the past?”

“No, nothing like that,” I say quickly, shaking my head violently. “I’ve never touched drugs, and I never will. Drugs are why I have no parents and no family.”

“What do you mean?” Duncan sits down softly on the end of my bed. 

With a tired sigh, I explain my start in life and the pathetic mother who gave birth to me. “I was born addicted to drugs because of my birth mother. She didn’t bother with me. She left me in the hospital which is fine because they wouldn’t have let her take me anyway. I had seizures and withdrawals because of her, though. I never want to end up like her.” 

“What a bitch,” Talen mutters. His eyes widen and his head shoots up. “Sorry, I know she was your birth mother and all that. It’s just you were an innocent little baby, and she should have known better and taken care of you.” 

With a soft smile, I nod my agreement. “She was wrong for what she did. Though, I can’t say I’d have wanted her to keep me. Who knows how I’d have ended up.”

“Very true,” Duncan agrees, patting my leg. “Plus, now we have you with us. Our little ray of Sunshine.”

The guys burst into laughter, and I giggle along with them. “I am pretty bright and shiny, aren’t I?” I joke between giggles. 

Duncan’s smile fades slightly and his gaze becomes more intense. “You really are.”
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“Wait, so you just blurted it out like that?” I gasp, desperately trying to hold in my laughter. 

Austyn smacks my bottom with the hairbrush in his hand and glares at me through the reflection in the mirror. “I was in shock, okay? I didn’t know if you were dying, and they were accusing me of having sex with you!” 

“Yeah.” I wrinkle my nose at the idea. “That’s gross. But I still can’t believe you just blurted out your biggest secret in a hospital waiting room.” 

“Shut up, brat.” Austyn returns his attention to my hair. He continues to play with different styles. His brow scrunches in frustration. “This won’t work. I need to figure out the perfect style.” 

I shift my weight on my feet and wince at my sore side. “I don’t understand why I have to get dressed up to go home. Can’t I just wear sweats and a ponytail?”

“Not a chance, Starshine,” Austyn scolds, shaking his head furiously. “You will look like the prettiest post op princess there ever was.”

An unladylike snort escapes me as I roll my eyes. “You’re such a dork.” 

“But a very cute dork.” He grins cheekily, making kissy faces at me in the mirror.

I wince again as I shift once more. Austyn’s eyes turn serious. “I still don’t like that you’re refusing the good pain meds. Tylenol is only going to give you so much relief.”

“Yeah, well,” I mumble, holding my hand over the bandage on my lower right side, “The pain isn’t so bad now. It’s been a damn week already.”

“Longest week ever,” Austyn whines while setting down the hair brush and picking up a few bobby pins. “Turn to the side.” 

I do as he asks, allowing him access to the side of my hair. “You’re not wrong. This week dragged on forever.” 

“Yeah, especially with you bitching about being in here,” Austyn goads. “The poor nurses are probably going to have a celebration when you leave.” 

“I was not that bad,” I retort, attempting to turn my head. 

Austyn grabs both sides of my head and holds me still. “No moving, Starshine. And yes, you were that bad. You refused pain medication, you wouldn’t let them help you shower, you wouldn’t let any of the guys leave the room when the nurses changed the bandages which meant the guys had to face the wall like toddlers in trouble. Though, I found that part hilarious.”

“Speaking of your brothers,” I wonder aloud. “How did they react to your confession?”

He shrugs, though I don’t miss his eyes lighting up. “They didn’t even care. It was kind of awesome, actually. My parents reacted really well. Mom said she already knew, Dad said he didn’t care as long as I’m happy, and Pop said to stop worrying about it and it wasn’t a big deal. I think the guys were more relieved that you and I weren’t a thing.”

“What, why?” I blink, swatting at his hand to stop him from playing with my hair and turn to gape at him. 

He rolls his eyes. “Because they all have a thing for you. It’s sickeningly obvious.” 

“That’s not true.” I choke, shuffling my feet nervously. A big part of me secretly hopes it’s true, but my logical side screams at me it’s impossible for five incredibly amazing and perfect guys to like a stupid nobody kid like me.

“It damn well is.” Austyn counters with a swat to my butt again, this time with his hand. 

Clearing my throat, I attempt to hide my blushing cheeks from Austyn. “I’m fairly certain they’ve already got girls lining up. Besides, they’re older than me. They’d never be interested in a kid.”

“First off,” Austyn growls while grabbing my shoulders and spinning me gently to face him completely. “You are a hot eighteen-year-old woman, not a kid. Secondly, they’re not much older than you, Starshine. Lochlan is the oldest, and he’s only twenty-six.”

“Only?” I snort. Patting his cheek, I give him a dorky smile. “That’s an eight-year difference, buddy. No twenty-six-year-old would be interested in me. You, my dear friend, are delusional.” 

“Bet you a hundred dollars you and my brothers will live happily ever after,” Austyn challenges with narrowed eyes.

I fall into a fit of laughter and nod. “You’re on, Buttercup.”

His expression grows serious, and he studies me for a moment. “Are you not interested in them like that? Or are you only interested in one? I know it’s normal for people to only like one person. Sometimes I forget about the norm.”

My cheeks flame and I glance away from him. “Erm.”

“Well?” He cajoles, gently shaking me. “Tell me. Tell me. Tell me. I won’t stop until you answer. Tell me. Tell me.”

“Yes!” I shout, hoping to shut him up. “I like them. I’ve never cared about a guy before, and now, I’ve got five of them who refuse to leave my mind. It’s annoying, but I can’t help it. Something is seriously wrong with me.”

Austyn steps away from me and does some sort of happy wiggling motion akin to the Snoopy dance. “I knew it! I’m always right.”

“Except when you’re wrong,” I mutter, pushing him playfully. “Now shut up. If you tell anyone, I will shave your head and start handing your number out to girls.”

“Wow,” he gasps, holding his hands to his chest. “You can be a vicious little monster.” 

“You know it.” I grin. “Can you please take me home now? I’m all pretty as requested by you. I just want to watch television and eat popcorn for a week.”

“Your wish, milady.” Austyn bows formally. 

Rolling my eyes, I grab my brush and head over to stuff it in my suitcase. “You’re so strange.”

“You love me,” Austyn chirps, grabbing my things and pushing a wheelchair over to me. “Now, sit down so I can get into a race with the old ladies down the hall. I bet we win by a mile. Plus, Mom texted me three times already telling me to hurry up, and I blamed you for being slow.”

“You shithead,” I gripe, plopping down gingerly in the wheelchair. 

After being yelled at by hospital staff for his attempt at starting a wheelchair Nascar race, Austyn slowly wheels me to the car. Maggie and Jack parked in the patient pick-up area. Maggie smiles brightly when she spots us. “There’s our girl.”

Her statement sounds simple, but my throat clogs with emotions. Her words make my heart swell. It almost seems like I actually belong in her family. 

My shock and awe must be clear as day because as Maggie helps me up from the chair, she pulls me into a hug. “You will always be our girl, honey. You belong in our family. I knew it the moment I met you.”

Tears run unchecked down my cheeks as I hug her tightly. “I’m not sure what to say to that.” I sniffle. “I’ve never had a family before.”

“Just say you’ll stay with us,” Jack calls from the other side of the car as Maggie and I break our embrace and slide into our seats. “Even after you graduate high school. We want you to stay with us for as long as you’d like. Through college or whatever it is you plan to do after graduation.”

“But you haven’t known me that long. Plus, you aren’t legally my guardians after graduation.” I frown deeply, sure they’re not going to want to keep me around. “What if you change your mind?”

“We won’t,” Maggie, Jack, and Austyn say all at the same time. 

The conversation ends there as there seems to be nothing more to say. Riding home, Austyn becomes increasingly restless the closer we get. Turning to him, I raise a brow. “Do you have to pee or something?”

He barks out a laugh and shakes his head. “No, smart ass.”

“Language,” Maggie calls from the passenger seat, though there’s no real authority behind it. She’s used to Austyn and the others cursing frequently, including me. Of course, the only one under age would be Austyn now. She can’t really tell her adult sons not to curse.

“Then why can’t you sit still?” I ask him, watching as his knee bounces, and his eyes dart around the car. 

He simply shakes his head, not verbally answering me. I huff out my frustration and cross my arms, turning my attention to the front seat. “Maggie, why is he acting like a Chihuahua on speed?”

Jack chokes on laughter, and Maggie snickers then shrugs. “No idea. He’s an odd one.”

“Thanks, Ma,” Austyn grumbles, glaring at the back of his mom’s seat. 

“You’re my favorite oddball, honey,” she jokes, smiling widely. 

Austyn snorts and rolls his eyes. “Well, duh.”

The silent laughter at Maggie and Austyn’s exchange dies on my lips when I notice we turned off the street leading to the house. “Where are we going?”

“Just a quick detour,” Jack explains. I notice his eyes dart over to Maggie in the rear-view mirror. She nods minutely to him.

As I watch out the window for some hint of our destination, the car grows quiet. My mind goes back to the conversation between me and Austyn about his brothers. I can’t deny my feelings for the five of them even though they’re all completely different. It’s frustrating and confusing. I’m not naive enough to believe all of them would be interested in me, no matter what Austyn says. I’m nothing special, and they’re sure to know it by now. 

Even still, the idea of a relationship with all five of them appeals to me in a way I never dreamed possible before meeting the Harper-Smith family. I refuse to believe it could truly happen. Happily ever after isn’t in the cards for me. Survival remains my only goal, and I need to continue to focus on it. 

Maggie and Jack say they’ll want me around after I graduate. They’ll change their minds; I’m sure of it. I’m not good enough to be in such an amazing family. I’ll never be a part of a real family. I came to terms with being on my own a long time ago. I can’t allow myself hope now.

“Okay, here we are!” Austyn’s loud exclamation pulls me from my depressing mood, and I glance around for a hint as to where here is. 

Austyn, Maggie, and Jack hop out of the car as soon as Jack turns off the engine. Jack opens my door for me. I know I should get out of the car, but I can’t think past my confused state. I can’t seem to move. Blinking rapidly for a moment, I hope it may clear my hallucination, but it doesn’t. We’re parked in front of a building similar to an unmarked hotel. 

With lots of flowers and neatly cut grass decorating the lawn, the place appears well taken care of. The building itself is nice and clean, but rather plain from the outside. I can’t tell what the building actually is, but whatever waits for us inside sets Austyn off, bouncing around with excitement. Isn’t this how every horror movie ever made starts out? The unsuspecting girl skips into a nice building only to be suddenly surrounded by zombies or serial killers or monsters. 

“Come on, Starshine! Come on, come on, come on!” Austyn cries, jumping from one foot to the other while Maggie grins from ear to ear. 

Without a word, I slide out and follow them inside the strange building. I know they won’t hurt me, so there’s no reason for me to hesitate. Since they don’t seem to be ready to give anything away, I don’t bother asking questions. My curious mind filters through every possibility, yet I can’t come up with any legitimate reason for them to take me here.

They lead me down an unlit hallway; music plays softly from a room somewhere ahead of us. Austyn vibrates with what I assume is anticipation, and Maggie can’t stop grinning wildly at me. I’m completely focused on Austyn and Maggie’s odd behavior. I neglect to give my attention to the room we finally walk into at the end of the hallway. 

A throat clears in front of me, causing me to jump back into Jack, and my gaze darts around for the intruder or ghost, whichever. My eyes widen, and my hand flitters over my mouth, holding in a cry of shock. With no one place for my gaze to land, my gaze darts from one side of the room to the other. Of all the places I came up with for this to be, of all the things the family planned out for me, this never once crossed my mind. 

“Hey, sweetheart,” Declan mumbles as he approaches us then pulls me in for a tight hug. “Are you okay?” 

I want to respond to him—I really do—but the only noise I’m able to make seems to be a squeak as I continue to gape around the room. Declan scrunches his brow in concern and glances around as well. 

Talen skips up to his brother and me and comes to a stop next to us. “Do you like it?” 

It takes several moments for my voice and brain to connect and allow me to speak. Everyone waits patiently while I try to form my thoughts into words. “How… I don’t… When did… But I… I don’t understand,” I finally stutter, gazing around at everyone. And I do mean everyone. 

Maggie, Jack, and Austyn now stand off to the side of the large room, two of them bouncing on the balls of their feet. They appear equal parts excited and nervous. Collin and Lochlan stand behind a giddy Greyson. The three of them placed themselves in front of a long table full of all sorts of food and treats. Duncan and Dominic stand on the opposite side of the room beside a matching long table full of beautifully wrapped packages of all shapes and sizes. 

My gaze sweeps across the room again, and I find Lochlan and Collin striding up to me with Greyson close by. 

“Hey, Parker,” Lochlan murmurs, giving me a nod and a ghost of a smile. 

Greyson pushes his way in front of Collin and Lochlan then pulls his hand from behind his back and presents me with a large bouquet of at least two dozen, perfect, rainbow colored roses framed in white baby’s breath. It’s the most beautiful flower arrangement ever. “Happy birfday, Pawker.” 

I take the flowers from him when he extends them toward me. “They’re beautiful, Greyson.” My voice barely reaches above a whisper, but I’m rather proud of myself for being able to speak at all. 

“I don’t understand how… I mean why… I-I-I.” Trying to force a full sentence to form becomes nearly impossible, and it’s frustrating. I can’t get my words out the way I want. 

“They wouldn’t let your birthday just go without celebrating, Parker.” Rebecca’s voice comes from behind me. 

I squeak in surprise, spinning around and stepping back, slamming into Lochlan. For a split second, I’m mortified to run right into him, but when his arm comes around my waist and pulls me in closer, protecting and comforting me at the same time, I melt. His touch gives me butterflies. It should surprise me since he’s the grumpiest guy ever, but I don’t even try to make sense of it right now. 

“Sorry, dear.” Rebecca chuckles. “I’m a little late for the birthday party, but I had some extra work to get done before I could leave the office.”

“My birthday?” I scrunch my brow together and peer over at Declan and Talen. Everyone else stands behind Lochlan and me, making it impossible for me to gauge their reactions. Declan concentrates on Lochlan’s arm around my waist with an expression I can’t decipher. Talen appears deep in his own thoughts, his eyes unfocused as he stares in my general direction. 

“Yeah.” Collin laughs, coming up behind us and into my view. “Your upcoming birthday was mentioned, and all my sons went into panic mode. Maggie, Jack, and I thought doing a nice dinner out would be the plan, but with Austyn around and the possibility of a party, we should have known better. They spent the better part of the last week frantically finalizing all the details of your surprise party. It was actually rather easy with you being occupied.” 

“I never knew there could be so many shades of purple,” Dominic grumbles. I turn in his direction, causing Lochlan to drop his hand from my waist. 

My eyes land on Dominic as he glares around at all the purple decorations. Purple balloons of different shapes, sizes, and shades decorate the chairs and tables. Streamers and banners, table cloths covering the long tables and puffy paper balls dangling from the ceiling. They made the perfect party for any girl, and tears spring to my eyes, trailing down my cheeks without my permission. I never used to cry. This family constantly has me in tears, in a good way.

“Muñeca, what is it?” Dominic hurries over to me and scoops me up in a big, gentle hug. “Why are you crying?” 

“This is too much, I don’t deserve this,” I whisper in his ear and feel him stiffen around me. 

He leans back, still keeping me in his arms. “You deserve this and so much more, Muñeca. You’ve never had a celebration on your birthday, right?” He waits for my nod of confirmation before continuing on. “Then from now on we’ll make every one of your birthdays special and amazing, like you.” 

The tears continue, more from joy than being overwhelmed now. “Thank you, Dominic.” I wiggle out of his arms, shooting him a concerned glance when he groans. I hope I didn’t hurt him. He doesn’t respond to my silent concern. Instead he turns around and walks away mumbling about getting something to drink. 

Shrugging off his odd behavior, I turn to everyone else in the room and clear my throat insuring they can hear me. “I’ve never had a birthday before. Well, a party or anyone acknowledging my birthday, I mean. To be honest, I sort of forgot about it myself. It’s never been anything but another day to me. I don’t know how to say thank you to all of you for this. It’s just… It’s so perfect.” 

“We want you happy, Parker.” Maggie’s eyes shine bright. “We want you to have everything you deserve, everything you missed out on growing up.” She wraps her arms around me, holding me like I assume a mother would hold her child. I put my arms around her, refusing to let the moment go too soon. 

“All right, stop hogging her!” Austyn shouts, stomping over to me and taking me from Maggie. He hugs me close for a moment before pulling back and smirking. “Okay, Starshine. We have partying to do.” 

Eyes roll dramatically around the room while I simply giggle as Austyn pulls me into the middle of the room and proceeds to dance like a crazed man around me. 

“Bet you’re not annoyed with me getting you all cute now, huh?” Austyn winks, shaking his butt.

I throw my head back and laugh loudly. “You look ridiculous dancing like that. And no, I’m no longer annoyed about that.” My side aches after standing for a while, but I continue to dance with Austyn while holding my sore side and slowing my movements. Austyn clearly notices. 

Laughing loudly, he plops me down in the largest chair in the room, decorated with balloons and a banner reading “Princess”. 

“I had to make the birthday girl shine.” He grins, then leans down to whisper in my ear. “You have to look good for your future boyfriends.” 

I push him as hard as I can, and he stumbles back laughing hysterically. “You didn’t deny it,” he sings, strolling off. 

I hate to admit to myself Austyn might be right, but he is. I wouldn’t hate it if I ended up with them as mine. The idea seems too far beyond the realm of possibilities; I can’t allow myself to even consider it right now. Plus, being logical about it will only damper my blissful mood. Instead, I decide to push the subject to the side and enjoy my first ever birthday party. 
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Maggie calls for everyone to gather around the table filled with pretty packages on top. “Are you ready for presents?” 

I glance from her, to the table, then back again. “Those are real?”

The room erupts in laughter and my cheeks burn. “I just assumed they were part of the decoration. The party and the flowers are more than enough for me.” 

Jack scoffs. “We’d never let your first birthday celebration end there.” 

Maggie nods her agreement. “The boys spent countless hours trying to pick these out.”

“Mom!” Talen whines, hanging his head back. “Did you have to tell her that?”

“She’s right, though.” Declan nudges Talen. “We couldn’t agree for shit on what to get her collectively.”

“That’s kind of how the table ended up so full,” Duncan admits, scratching at his jaw and grinning sheepishly. “We just decided to go our own ways with it.”

“Okay, honey, me first.” Maggie gives me a small, perfectly wrapped rectangle. I pull the paper off gently, revealing a handcrafted, leather bound journal. I hug the journal to my chest, careful not to smudge it. Tears fill my eyes, though I refuse to allow them to fall this time. “Thank you, Maggie. I love it.” 

“I’m glad, honey.”

“Me next, me next!” Austyn shouts, jumping up and down next to a large box wrapped with yellow paper. Greyson may take after Lochlan with a lot of things, but his enthusiasm must come from Austyn.

I shoot him a goofy smile as I allow him to drag me over to his box. When I try to open it slowly Austyn gripes at me, so I pick up the pace. I feel eyes on me and glance around to find the guys watching me like a hawk. 

I finish tearing open the box and gasp when I find it filled with bubble bath, fuzzy socks, an eye mask, and about a million other things I can use to feel and smell pretty. When I move to set the socks back in the box a paper sticking out of them draws my attention. I squeal like a little kid, attempting a happy dance.

“I’ve never been to a spa before,” I gush, hugging the socks and gift certificate. “You’re going to take me? This is the best day ever. I can’t wait to do girly stuff.”

“Hey,” Austyn yells, crossing his arms defiantly. “It’s not girly shit if I do it, too.”

“You know what I mean, Buttercup.” I wave him off, searching over the gift certificate once more. I jump up quickly, though awkwardly with my sore side, and hug Austyn tightly. “You’re the best ever.”

“I know.” He sighs happily, hugging me back. 

We both chuckle as I take my seat once more. 

“Me next, me next.” Greyson jumps up and down holding a Batman decorated gift bag. His similar demeanor to Austyn has me chuckling. “I picked this bag. It’s Batman, he’s a super hero. Just like Lochlan. He’s a crime fighter super hero. Dominic, too, and my daddy and my papa.”

My gaze roams over to Lochlan, and I watch as he swallows hard. He and Greyson have a special bond and I love to watch them together. Greyson referring to him as a superhero surely hits him right in the heart. He may be a hard-ass , but when it comes to Greyson, he turns into a big pile of mush. I can’t wait to witness how he acts when he has his own kids. 

The sudden thought of the future takes me by surprise. The idea of being around them when the guys have kids never occurred to me until Maggie and Jack asked me to stay with them for longer than necessary. It would hurt a lot if I saw the guys with other girls. I only want them with me. I physically jolt when I realize my train of thought, tearing my eyes from Lochlan, I push all of my focus on Greyson.

Greyson spends a good ten minutes explaining superheroes to me before allowing me to open the bag. Apparently, I needed a serious lesson on every superhero and their special powers. I can’t help my gaze from drifting around the room once in a while during Greyson’s teachings. I notice Duncan, Dominic, Talen, and Collin in some sort of intense conversation off to the side. They’re voices are too low for me to hear, but they keep giving me sidelong glances. 

Greyson finally allows me to reveal my gift and I pull my eyes back to him and his Batman gift bag. I giggle happily when I find a giant box of chocolates.. “Greyson, I’ve always wanted a box of chocolates all my own. Thank you, buddy.”

“Mommy helped me pick it out,” Greyson admits, eyeing the box. “We could share if you wanted.”

I smirk and lean closer to Greyson. “How about we each get to pick one after dinner tonight? Just the two of us.”

“Okay!” Greyson shouts, throwing his arms around me and hugging me tight. “Thanks, Pawker.”

“The second half of his gift is a trip to a special chocolate shop where you get to watch them make fudge in front of you,” Maggie informs me. “Greyson loves the place, and he thought you’d like to go with him.” 

“That sounds perfect.” I grin widely, pulling back to see Greyson. “We can make it a date.”

Multiple heads shoot up at my suggestion. I frown at the guys and watch in confusion as they send meaningful looks to each other. What the hell is going on with them today? 

I shake my head at them and watch as Talen approaches me. “Okay, this might be really dumb.” He rocks back on his heels as he hands me a gift and watches me open it. “I just got the idea, and I ran with it.”

I give him a soft smile while pulling the shiny silver paper off the box. I pull out a stuffed clownfish and a stuffed whale, both made at a store where you add stuffing and clothes yourself. 

I gape at the plush animals, then Talen. “They’re so cute.” I squeeze them tightly. “I love them, Talen. They’re perfect.”

“That’s not all.” Talen chuckles. He reaches into the box and pulls out an envelope. He hands it to me, and after setting my stuffed animals into the box gently, treating them like real animals, I open the envelope carefully. It only takes me a quick once over of the paper to realize what it’s for. I squeal and dance in my seat. “The aquarium! I can’t believe you’re taking me to the aquarium! I’ve always wanted to go. This is amazing. You’re going with me, right? The second ticket is for you?” I ramble on, causing everyone to chuckle. 

“Slow down, Sparky.” Talen laughs, kneeling next to me. “You’re going to pull a stitch or something. Yeah, the second ticket is for me if you want it to be.”

“I do.” I nod furiously.

Talen blushes and hugs me quickly. I hug him back and watch as Declan grabs the gift he picked out. He strides over to me slowly, shuffling a bit as if second guessing himself.

“So, listen,” he mumbles. “Don’t freak out when you open this. I didn’t really think about it before I bought it. Also, to be fair, Austyn helped me.” 

“What is it?” I eye the package like it may bite. “It’s not alive, is it?”

“No, sweetheart.” He hoots with laughter. “It’s not alive.” 

“Okay, if you say so.” I shrug, pulling at the tissue paper. “I trust you.”

Again, heads around the room snap to attention, all eyes on me. Something odd is going on with the guys and I want to ask what it is, but the words die on my tongue when I pull a two piece bikini from the bag. I blink at Declan a few times before falling into hysterical laughter.

 “Should I ask?” I manage to get out between laughs. 

“Okay, it’s not what you think,” Declan assures me, holding his hands up. “Just hear me out.”

“I’m listening.” I giggle, raising a curious brow at him as I hold onto the swim suit. It’s actually really pretty with bright purple trim around simple black fabric. 

Running a hand through his hair, he shrugs. “Okay, well you almost died in the pool when you first got here. You should learn how to swim. I know Greyson wants to give you some lessons, but I thought it would be fun if I taught you how, also. I got us private passes to the public pool in town because it’s much bigger than the one at my parents’ place. I can teach you there.”

“I’m not sure, Declan,” I murmur, suddenly serious. “Like you said, I nearly died in the damn pool. I’m kind of happy to stay far away from water.”

“If you don’t want to, I won’t force you,” he promises, kneeling next to me. “I just want you safe, and I figure if the dogs decide to throw you in the pool again, you’d be okay this time.”

I chew on my thumbnail for a few seconds before finally nodding. “Okay, I trust you. You can teach me to swim.” 




















CHAPTER TWENTY




DOMINIC




There are those words again. She trusts him. Parker said she trusts Declan twice in ten minutes. Fuck if I’m not a jealous bastard right now. Turning away, I allow the two of them to have their moment. I vow to myself to earn her trust one way or another. I want to hear her say those words to me.

Rebecca Ship’s eyes drill into the side of my head, and I know she’s chomping at the bit to speak with me and Lochlan. Resigning myself to talking with her, I decide to take my turn with Parker quickly. Parker watches me approach, and a beautiful blush stains her cheeks when I reach for a small bag on the table, handing it off to her.

“Thank you,” she whispers, holding the bag close to her heart. 

I give her a slight nod and wait for her to open the bag. She stops breathing the moment she finds the contents, and I do as well, awaiting her reaction. “I-I-I….” She stutters, shaking her head, not taking her eyes away from the sparkling diamond in her hand. 

“My mother left this to me when she passed away. It’s the only thing I have that belonged to her. I want you to have it, as a reminder of how much you mean to me. To remind you how much you mean to the whole family, Parker.” Clearing my throat, I step closer to her and silently ask for permission to help her into the diamond pendant. I didn’t get her an experience like most of my brothers, but the necklace means more to me than anything I could have done with her.

Parker nods hesitantly and moves her hair from her neck, allowing me to work the clasp. When it’s on securely, she picks it up and allows the heart shaped diamond to sparkle under the lights of the party room. “I don’t want to lose it, or mess it up, or do something wrong with it,” Parker whispers, keeping her eyes on the heart around her neck. 

“You won’t,” I assure her with a confidence I sense deep down. She doesn’t know I’m not only talking about the pendant, but from the expressions of my brothers, ranging from frustration to excitement, they know I mean a great deal more. 

When Parker was in the hospital, Talen made us sit down and confess our feelings. Much like some bullshit daytime television show, but we participated anyway. Each one of us admitted to feeling something for Parker. In a normal family, such a revelation might be an issue. For us, it simply means we now need to decide if we are willing to pursue a relationship similar to our parents’. 

A big part of me wanted to jump in feet first. Then I remembered her age. Parker is barely legal, and I’m seven years older than her. Not only that, I’m an FBI agent. I shouldn’t be going after a girl as young as her. She needs someone closer to her age, but I’ll be damned if I back off. Lochlan, being the oldest, clearly has the biggest issue with the age difference.

Declan and Duncan both claim to be on the fence, but they’d be good for her. They’re only twenty-three. Talen has some feelings for her as well and with him being twenty-two he’d also be a good fit. Lochlan and I are older, with him being twenty-six and me twenty-five. Lochlan thinks we are too old for her. He keeps grumbling about there being no possibility of her being interested in guys our age. Hell, who knows if she’d even be interested in a relationship with more than one of us or any of us for that matter. None of us said no, though. We all agreed to sit on the idea and decide later.

Parker appears to be getting a little bit overwhelmed with all of the attention, and I know Mom can sense it as well when she calls for a break, suggesting we all get a bite to eat before finishing off the gifts. As soon as she does, Rebecca makes a beeline for me, and I use all of my willpower not to roll my eyes at her. “Rebecca.” Lochlan nods, reaching me at the same time. 

“Lochlan, I know you hate shop talk, but this is important. It’s about the job I emailed to you.” Her words cause my head to snap up, my full attention now on her. 

I don’t dislike Rebecca, but she loves to talk about work, too often sometimes and today I simply wanted to enjoy my family and keep my focus on Parker. If she knows more information about this new job, however, I can’t leave it be. Rebecca went undercover in an attempt to get information on the case we’ve spent months working, but until now, we found nothing but dead ends. The only good thing to come from her undercover position is Parker. 

Lochlan motions subtly for our fathers to join us. Pop speaks first as Dad keeps his eyes on the girls. We don’t need them getting upset over this shit. “Explain.” 

“We have the information we need to finally get moving on this case,” Rebecca explains. “A man by the name of John Lopez and his partner Frank Randolf are the ones running the show, but there are a lot of other players involved. We’re picking them off slowly, questioning them, and trying to find out more about Randolf and Lopez. After taking in five of these assholes, we got one talking. He confirmed it’s a young female sex slavery ring, and Randolf and Lopez are in fact running it. They pick girls with no one to care about them, and the girls simply disappear. If anyone questions their whereabouts, words like drugs and runaway are thrown out. No one blinks. Some of the foster parents were in on this shit, demanding big payouts.”

“Do we have a location on Lopez or Randolf?” Dad asks while glancing nervously at Lochlan’s ticking jaw. Men like this need to be put in the ground, and we all know Lochlan wouldn’t hesitate to do the job. Honestly, I wouldn’t either. 

Rebecca nods, but she doesn’t appear happy. “There’s more,” I state. It’s not a question, I know she has more, and I want her to tell me what she knows. 

She sighs quietly and nods again. “Their locations won’t do us any good right now. Besides this one man’s word, we have nothing to go on. We can’t arrest them because some criminal said they were doing something bad. That’ll never stand in court. We need evidence, hard evidence. So far, we haven’t been able to come up with any. That’s where you guys come in. We need you to get the evidence. Follow Randolf and Lopez, find out where they’re taking these girls and what they are doing with them. We’ve counted twenty-four missing girls from the foster system that fit the same description. All from broken homes or homeless as soon as they come of age or in trouble with the law. None of them have family or friends who will search for them. We suspect there are more, but this is all we have.”

“Damn,” Pop curses, running a frustrated hand through his hair. “Collin, it’s your call. You know I’m on board. It’s a doozy, but we can do it. You two in?” He asks, glancing from me to Lochlan and back again. 

Glancing over at my brother, I know there is no question on whether we will help. “We’re in.” 

“Let’s get these fuckers.” Dad growls.
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Maggie leads me over to the buffet of food, as Talen fills my plate sky high with one of everything. “I’m not sure I can eat all of that,” I admit, taking the plate from him. 

He shrugs. “Eat what you can, I’ll eat the rest.” 

“You guys are bottomless pits.” I snort, glancing down at his flat stomach. “Where do you put it all?”

Talen grins. “We work physical jobs,” he reminds me. “Dominic and Lochlan need to stay in shape for their jobs. Declan and I work with heavy material all day long. Duncan just likes working out, he’s an odd dude.”

“Thanks, Talen,” Duncan grumbles, walking up next to us. “You’re an ass.”

“I don’t think it’s weird.” I place my hand on his arm and squeeze reassuringly. “I like to run. Though, I don’t do it as often as I’d like.”

“Why not?” Duncan asks, picking a grape off my plate and popping it into his mouth. 

The action distracts me for a moment, and I stutter through an explanation. “Erm, I’ve always lived in crappy neighborhoods. Running alone was a bad idea, especially at night and that’s usually when I found time.”

“I’ll start running with you,” Duncan offers, his eyes turning sad at my confession. 

I bounce lightly on the balls of my feet. “I’d love that. I could use a running partner.”

“We’ll start when the doctor gives you the all clear,” Duncan promises. 

“You two have fun running, but if you see me running then go faster because that means someone’s chasing me.” Talen mumbles around a big bite of potato salad. “I’ll just be over here, sitting on my ass, eating.” 

I laugh as he stuffs another bite into his mouth. “You should consider chewing and swallowing between bites,” I joke, rolling my eyes at him. 

“Okay,” Maggie calls. “Cake then more presents.” 

I gaze around the room and find Rebecca huddled with Jack, Collin, Dominic, and Lochlan. Each of them stand with their arms crossed and brows furrowed. My stomach drops, wondering if their discussion involves me. They said they wanted to keep me even after graduation. I know they’ll probably change their minds by then, but I’m hoping not. Maybe Rebecca decided to relocate me, and she’s breaking the news to them now. 

While everyone sings me happy birthday and I blow out my candles, I can’t take my mind or my eyes off Rebecca. I’m almost certain she came to take me back because there might have been some kind of crazy mistake, and she realized I don’t belong with this family. My stomach twists into knots. I don’t want to leave the Harper-Smith family. 

The idea of being taken from them solidifies how much they mean to me. I don’t want to admit it to myself, but I can’t keep denying it. They’re the family I’ve always wanted. I’m not ready to give them up yet, or ever. As I’m lost in my somber thoughts, the cake is cut and everyone gobbles up their slices of cake.. I take a few bites, but it’s hard to swallow while thinking of ways to tell Rebecca I don’t want to leave.

Duncan clears his throat and rocks back on his heels, bringing me out of my panic. He hands me a small box wrapped in sparkling paper. He doesn’t say a word as he hands it to me and takes my half empty plate, but he seems a bit nervous. I give him a reassuring smile and open the box carefully, setting the paper down neatly with the rest. Peering into the box, I gasp, and my eyes shoot to Duncan in confusion. 

“Are you sure you meant to give this to me?” I ask, fairly certain he didn’t purposefully give me a silver colored anklet with a star in the center of the chain. “It’s really beautiful, but I don’t think I’d be a good person to wear it. I’d probably break it or scuff it. Heck, with my luck the dogs would eat it right off my foot.” The sparkling of the star distracts me from all my reasons for not accepting his gift. “Wow, it’s so pretty, though.”

Duncan laughs loudly and nods. “It’s for you, love. It actually comes with something else you’ll get later. If you’re interested that is. I’d like to take you camping. I have a telescope and a map of the stars. You can pick out your own star and name it.”

“An actual star?” I whisper in disbelief, turning the box slowly in my hand allowing the metal to sparkle and shimmer. “This is already too much. I can’t accept a star.” 

“It’ll be fun. It’s not really that extravagant, but it’s pretty cool. At least to me it is. I love stargazing, and camping is awesome, too.” Duncan seems genuinely excited about taking me. 

Excitement bubbles up, and a big smile crosses my face. “That actually sounds really fun. I can’t wait.”

Duncan grins happily. I love his smile. I’d do anything to keep him smiling. He gestures to the anklet. “Can I put it on for you?”

“What if I break it?” 

“It’s under warranty if it breaks,” he snickers. “I had them put your birthstone inside the star, too.”

Squinting closer, I find a light blue aquamarine stone in the center of the star. “Wow. Just, wow.” 

He kneels next to me, taking the anklet and clasping it around my right ankle. I watch him in awe. “Speechless?”

“Very.”

“We’re next, Parker,” Collin calls while grabbing a small gift bag from the table. “We aren’t nearly as creative as our boys, but Jack and I picked this out together for you.”

Maggie clears her throat and raises a brow at her husband. He blushes and shrugs. “I mean, we had some help, but we came up with the idea more or less.”

“I’m sure you guys did a great job.” I giggle. I don’t hesitate to open the package and pull out the box from inside. A pair of sparkling diamond stud earrings rest inside the small silver box. They’re perfect. “I love it, Jack. It’s perfect, Collin. Thank you both so much.” 

Jack blows out a breath and laughs lightly. “We weren’t sure if you’d like the design, but it reminded us of you so we took a chance. Also, Maggie told us about Dominic and Duncan’s ideas. We thought these would match them nicely.” 

“They’re amazing.” I run my finger over the stones. “I really don’t deserve them, but they’re beautiful.”

“You do deserve them,” Lochlan growls, handing me a horribly wrapped box. “Mine’s last. I’m not sure you’ll like it, but you need it.”

I grin to myself as I open the box. I find Lochlan’s grouchiness adorable lately. While I’m half tempted to tell him, I don’t want to embarrass myself. Taking the paper off the box, I find the last thing I’d expect. “Bullets? Is this the part where you off me or something?” 

“No.” Lochlan rolls his eyes. “I’m taking you shooting. I’m going to teach you how to use a gun properly.”

“A gun?” I squeak, my eyes shooting around the room for some help. “I can’t even walk in a straight line without falling on my face, and you want to hand me a gun?”

“It’s better than a fucking ruler,” he counters, raising a challenging brow. 

I narrow my eyes and debate kicking him in the shin. “I didn’t exactly have time to find a real weapon.”

“What would you have done if that ruler had been a gun?” he asks, crossing his arms. 

The muscle in his arms distracts me, and I shake my head a few times to pull myself together. “Erm, I have no idea.”

“Exactly.” He grins triumphantly. If only he knew why he won the argument. “So, I’ll teach you how to defend yourself.” 

“I’d argue with you if the idea of learning to shoot didn’t intrigue me.” Setting the bullets down, I notice a card fall from underneath the box. “What’s that?”

“It’s a gift card for you to go shopping,” Lochlan mumbles. His cheeks turn slightly pink, and I gape at him, shocked at his blush. “I figured the shooting was more for my peace of mind, so I’d give you some girly shit to do, also.” 

Turning the card over, I notice the amount at the top. I gasp and proceed to choke on air. Dominic rescues me, patting my back as Talen hands me some water. I thank them then turn my attention back to a frowning Lochlan. “I can’t accept this, Lochlan” I murmur, staring down at the card in my hand. “It’s not right.”

“What’s not right is how you’ve been going without everything your whole life. This is just the start of us all making that up to you in our own way. Let us spoil you, babe.” Lochlan wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me to stand, and guides me over to Maggie. “Don’t worry about what we should and shouldn’t be doing. We’re grown ass men, we can handle ourselves.” 

“Men and woman,” Maggie corrects. She pulls me away from Lochlan and into a hug. I hold her tightly, trying to thank her for everything without words. “Happy birthday, Parker,” she whispers, pulling away. 

She lets me go then steps back between Jack and Collin. Greyson skips over to me and hands me a crayon decorated envelope. “One more thing! I get to be the mailman delivery guy and give you mail. I drawed a stamp on it so it can be delivered.”

“Your stamp is perfect, Greyson.” I giggle, taking the envelope from him and opening it up. “Thank you, Mr. Mailman.”

Greyson laughs loudly and shakes his head. “I’m not a real mailman. I’m just a kid.”

“Oh.” I nod seriously, “Right, I remember now.”

Taking the note from the envelope, I read it to myself quickly once, then slower a second time. Tears spring from my eyes almost instantly. 

Dear Parker, 

We wanted you to feel like you’re special and cared for today. We know you haven’t had good experiences with holidays in the past, but we’re going to change that. Consider this the start of new traditions with us. We’ll always want you with us, and we’ll always celebrate your birth with you. To us, this day means so much because it’s the day you were brought into this world, and we’re so lucky to have you. 

Things may be confusing for you now; we know that we can be a lot to handle. But know that we promise to keep you safe and always keep a place in this family for you. You’re a part of us now and forever. 

Love, your family,

Talen, Lochlan, Duncan, Declan, Dominic, Austyn, Maggie, Collin, Jack, and Greyson 

(And Pup and Kit)

My heart swells with happiness, and for the first time since arriving to this family, I really believe I’m wanted here, by everyone. As terrifying as it is, I allow myself to hope I finally found my family, a place where I belong.
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Dear Journal,

I guess that’s how I’m supposed to start a journal entry. I never had a journal as a kid, but Maggie said that’s standard to start out an entry so I guess I will use it. 

It’s been almost a month since my birthday and things have been… complicated. The guys are all great. My day with Austyn at the spa was more fun than I ever imagined. I never knew getting pampered could cost so much, but the card Austyn gave me covered everything, and he said there was more left if I decided I wanted to go back. When we got back home, Maggie asked for help with dinner. I volunteered just to spend more time with her, and we talked for a few hours while we cooked. It was a perfect day. 

Greyson and I went on our chocolate date last week. Collin drove us, and the three of us had a blast. It turns out Collin is a closet sugar addict. He got one of every chocolate they offered, and when I mentioned the guys and Maggie being happy about him bringing home a treat, he laughed, telling me he wouldn’t be sharing his treasure. Greyson got his own mini box of chocolates as well. Collin insisted I pick some out, but there were too many for me to choose so I let Greyson pick mine. My box ended up being much bigger than I anticipated, and I still had plenty from the box Greyson gave me for my birthday. I shared mine with everyone at home, and they were elated, claiming it’s the best chocolate around. They’re right, too. I’ve never had chocolate so amazing. I can’t wait to go back. 

Yesterday, I finished all of my class assignments. Having full access to a computer sped things up, and as long as the teachers approve my final works, I’ll be graduating at the end of the month. I mentioned it to Dominic last night, and he told me to expect another celebration. I made him promise to keep it a secret until I got the okay from my teachers. I also told him I didn’t want them to go so crazy on a party this time. Just dinner with everyone at the house would be perfect for me. I loved my birthday party, but they spent way too much money on me, making me feel guilty about it. 

Duncan said our stargazing and camping day would be in a few weeks when the weather warms a bit more, but for now, he has me studying a map of stars and thinking of what I want to name my star. 

I pause my writing and grin to myself as I remember when I got the map from Duncan. He has so much talent with science. He came to my room with a map of stars the other day. 

“Want to learn some stuff about stars?” He asks with a hopeful, boyish grin.

“Of course!” I hop up from my desk chair and we end up sitting together on my bed. “Do you think you could teach me more about stars?”

“Yeah!” He perks up, his eyes shining bright. He and I spend hours talking about astronomy. 

 He was much more excited about teaching me than I expected.. “I’m shocked you’re in law school and not studying astronomy.”

 He chuckles. “I don’t want to make a career of it, but I might minor in it.”

“When I start college next fall, I’ll take a class with you. I’d love to learn more.” 

His eyes darken, roaming over my face. “I’d love that.” 

Something in his gaze cause butterflies to burst free in my stomach. “Me, too.”

Focusing back on my journal, I turn the page and continue writing.

Talen and Lochlan both want me to go with them next week on our special trips. Talen assures me Wednesday will be best because they have a special show going on at the aquarium. I readily agreed with him. I assume he knows more about these things than I do. I’ve never been to an aquarium. Lochlan made arrangements with a friend of his, and we get the gun range to ourselves next Sunday. He brought me some ear and eye protection in purple the other day. He claims it’s required, and I didn’t argue. I know guns can be loud, I heard plenty of them outside growing up. The more I think about it, the more I realize learning to defend myself will be a good thing.

My swim lessons with Declan start today. He made me promise to free up my whole evening for him. He said he’d come over straight after work and stay the night. He took tomorrow off to continue the lessons, which I find silly. He owns the company, though, so it’s not a big deal. At least that’s what he told me. He should be here any minute, so I need to get ready. 

I didn’t ask Maggie how to end a journal entry. So I guess that’s all for now? Or I’ll write in you later? The end? I have no idea.

“Parker?” Declan’s voice pulls me from my journal entry ending, and I’m glad for it. I feel silly trying to end a conversation I wrote in a book. I have to admit to myself, it’s a nice way to sort through my thoughts about the guys, though. “Are you about ready?” 

I raise my head and stare at Declan while blindly tucking my journal into my nightstand drawer. “I just need to get my towel and probably sandals.” The sight of Declan in only his swim shorts and a ribbed tank distracts me, and I nearly fall off my bed trying to stand up. Luckily, his back is turned by the time I narrowly miss face planting, and I’m able to right myself before he glances behind him to make sure I’m following.

He waits for me by my bedroom door, placing a hand on the small of my back and leading me down the stairs. I wish I could control the way my stomach flutters and my body shivers when the guys touch me. I know it’s because my feelings for them have been growing, but I don’t understand why I can’t stop myself. I don’t want them to think I’m trying to break them apart or jump all over them, and I know they can’t all like me in a romantic way. I need to find a way to stop my heart and my body’s reaction to them all. 

Declan grabs two towels from the linen closet, and we head to the car. The drive to the public pool is quick, and we get into the building fast since no one’s around. We split up for a brief moment, entering through our gender designated locker rooms. 

“You know you could have come through the guys locker room with me.”

Declan grabs a fist full of the back of his tank, pulling it over his head. Why is that so sexy? My body shivers again and heat pools in my lower belly. Declan’s perfect six pack abs flex as he tosses his shirt to the side. 

“Parker? You okay, sweetheart?” 

My eyes shoot up to his and widen. He frowns with concern. “What?” 

“Hey, don’t be scared.” He strides to me quickly and runs his hands up and down my arms in a soothing gesture. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 

“Oh, right.” I don’t want to explain to him why my brain short circuited suddenly, so I let him assume it’s fear of the pool. I can’t look him in the eye as we wade into the shallow end of the pool, and Declan shows me the proper way to swim. 

“Let’s have you float on your stomach,” Declan suggests, holding a hand out to me. “I’ll hold you, and you can work on the motions with your legs and arms.”

“Okay,” I agree, allowing him to pull me into slightly deeper waters. 

The moment his hands come to rest on my stomach as he holds me up, my body catches fire. My heart races a little faster, though not in a panicked sort of way. My cheeks heat as blood rushes to them. Every place his hands touch becomes alive with nerves. 

I’m able to handle about ten minutes of the sweet torture before I suddenly push myself back to standing. “I need a minute.” Without waiting on a response, I turn my back to Declan and slowly walk toward the stairs. 

Declan’s strong arm snakes around my waist and pulls my back into his front. He ignores my gasp of surprise and drags us backward against the side of the pool. 

 “Talk to me, Parker,” he murmurs in my ear, pulling me impossibly close to his body. “Something’s bothering you.”

“I’m not ready to talk about it yet,” I tell him truthfully, my voice breathy. “I don’t know what to think. You all might look at me differently. I don’t want to hurt anyone.” 

“You could never, sweetheart.” I know he means what he says; his strong voice shows how serious he is. He must sense my disbelief in his words, though. He huffs, and the puff of his breath against my neck gives me goose bumps. 

His body straightens as mine shakes slightly. He clears his throat before talking again. “My family isn’t normal, Parker. Growing up, it bothered me at times. Kids at school would find out about my two dads and make fun of me for it. They learned about my adopted and foster brothers, and they’d call our house a puppy pound. I started to become ashamed of my family, and I’ll never forgive myself for that feeling.”

“You were just a kid, Declan.” I link his hand in mine and lay my head back on his shoulder in an attempt to comfort him. “You wanted to be accepted. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 

“It took me a while to accept my family and myself,” he admits quietly. “Duncan helped me with it. He’s always been accepting of our family, every member. He doesn’t judge people, but he also doesn’t care when people try and judge him.”

“How did he help?” I ask, squeezing his hand.

Declan shakes with silent laughter. “He smacked me upside the head. I’ll never forget what he told me, too. He said, ‘Would you rather look cool to a bunch of idiot kids who won’t matter to you in five years, or would you rather be accepting of the family that’ll be there for you forever?’ His words hit me hard, and it was my defining moment. It’s when I decided I didn’t give a damn what people thought, and I’d love who I wanted and accept who I wanted as my family. I’ll never apologize for who I decide to let into my family, and I’ll never apologize for who I love.”

He waits for some sort of response from me, but I can’t force words out. Part of me wants desperately to tell him how I feel about him, about how I feel about all of them. It’s simply too soon for me to really know what to say. 

His chest expands against my back as he takes a deep breath, but I spin in his arms before he can say anything. “I’ll tell you when I’m ready, Dec. Just, not yet.”

He regards me silently for a moment before finally nodding. “Okay, if you promise to talk when you’re ready.”

“I promise,” I whisper, my gaze lowering to his lips without my permission. 

Declan sucks in a sharp breath and tightens his grip on me. My hands come to rest on his chest, and without consciously meaning to, I lean forward slightly. Declan lowers his head and nearly touches my lips with his. I silently beg him to kiss me. The ghosting of his breath mingles with mine and I suddenly wonder what a kiss from him would taste like. 

Declan’s phone begins screaming a Daughtry song loudly, startling us apart. 

“Fucking hell,” Declan grumbles, pushing his wet hands through his hair. He swims to the side of the pool, and I might drool a little as I watch him place his hands on the edge and hoist himself out of the water. He answers the call with a short, “What?”

After listening to the person on the other end he curses again under his breath and sighs. “Okay, we’ll be right there.”

He turns and eyes me for a second, and I would give just about anything to know what he’s thinking right now. Finally, he shakes his head. “Austyn called, dinner is ready. I lost track of time, I told mom we’d be there for dinner. We should get going.”

I wordlessly walk to the stairs and grab my towel, wrapping it around my body before we head through the empty locker rooms leading us outside. 

Declan chuckles as he does the same with his towel. “Next time, we should bring a change of clothes so we don’t have to drive home wet.”

“Not the worst idea you’ve ever had.” I giggle, following him to his car.

The rest of my night I spend wondering if Declan really thought about kissing me or if I imagined the moment between us. The stereotypical girl in me wants to believe we had a moment, but the sensible part of me is convinced it’s all in my head. 

Why do boys have to be so complicated?
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“Hey, pretty lady!” Talen shouts at the top of his lungs, his voice echoing through the lower half of the house. 

My hands cover my ears at the volume and I hurry around the corner. “I’m two feet away, Talen. You don’t have to yell.” 

“You’re yelling, too.” He pulls my hands away from my ears and smirks. “How’d you know I was calling for you anyway?” 

“It’s either me or Duncan. No one else is home,” I remind him. “I really doubt you’d call Duncan pretty, or a girl. What’s up?” 

“I’m hungry.” 

I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t. “Oh, Talen.” I laugh humorlessly. “If you think I’m about to make you a sandwich or some crap, you’re beyond wrong.”

Talen throws his head back, laughing loudly. “No,” he snorts through his laughter. “I meant I want to go get food.”

“Oh.” I shrug. He doesn’t need my permission and he has his own car. I’m at a loss as to why he’s telling me. “Have fun then.” 

He holds his stomach, bending at the waist and laughing soundlessly. “Parker, I’m asking you to come with me.”

“Oh!” I blush furiously and chew on my thumb nail. It’s only food, Parker, get a grip. He isn’t asking me out on a date or something. “Yeah, sure I’ll go.”

Talen brightens at my acceptance of his offer. “Great, what kind of food are you in the mood for?”

“Anything sounds fine to me, really. I was actually on my way to the kitchen to search around for something.”

“Burgers?”

“Nah, Collin made burgers on Sunday.”

Talen pulls his car keys from his pocket, twirling the ring around his finger as he thinks. “Pizza?” 

“Eh, it doesn’t sound great.” I trail behind him to his car, sending him a thankful smile when he opens my door. 

He rounds the front of the car and I allow my gaze to zone in on his butt. Talen has a really nice butt, firm and slightly rounded. I follow him with my eyes until he reaches the driver side door, pulling it open. “What about Italian?” 

“I had leftover lasagna for lunch.” 

“Oh my God.” He throws his hands in the air, defeated. “You pick, then.” 

I giggle, completely unapologetic. “We sound like a married couple.” As soon as the words leave my mouth I freeze. “I mean”—I cringe, wishing desperately for an undo button—“I didn’t mean anything by that. It’s just, the food thing. I hear Maggie, Jack, and Collin having the same conversation about dinner almost every night.”

“I know what you meant, sugar.” Talen chuckles, reaching his hand over to pat my thigh. The simple touch of his hand on my leg sends electricity through my body. “We do sound like them. You’re right.”

“How about…” I stutter, my eyes on his hand. He doesn’t remove it from my thigh. Instead he squeezes me, probably to gain my attention, but my brain short circuits further. “C-c-Chinese?”

“Yeah, we can do that.” He takes his hand away to start the car and I almost whine aloud at the loss. 

Giving myself something to do other than drool over Talen, I fiddle with the radio while he drives. After a few minutes he glances my way. “I have an idea. Do you mind if we take the food to go?”

“I guess not. What’s the idea?”

“You’ll see, beautiful.” He sends me a wink and I melt into my seat. I’d follow him off a cliff if he asked as long as he keeps up the compliments and sexy winking. Why is it so swoon worthy when guys wink? 

My eyes remain on the road for the rest of the ride. A large part of me is afraid if I look at Talen anymore I might try to jump on him and kiss him. The fact that he’s driving isn’t the only reason it’s a bad idea. 

After stopping at the restaurant for takeout, we hop back in the car, merging onto the freeway and we cruise to the classic rock station for about twenty minutes before he finally takes an exit. 

I search for anything familiar, but nothing stands out. “Where are we going?” 

“You suck at patience.” He laughs quietly while shaking his head. “I wanted to take you to the guys’ apartment. You’ve never been there and I have to go over work crap with Declan tonight anyway. I thought maybe we could hang out there, watch a movie, and eat while we wait on him to show his ugly face.”

“You’re so kind.” I giggle. “Actually, that sounds perfect. I want to see their place.”

Two left turns and three right turns later Talen pulls into a nice apartment complex. A water fountain sits in the front of the apartment office, surrounded by colorful flowers. The buildings look freshly painted on the outside. All the windows are clean and the decks tidy. The apartments go up four stories and each building has a large block letter hanging on the outside. Talen parks outside one of the buildings, jumping from his seat and rounding the car quickly. He opens my door again, taking the food bags from me before helping me from the car. 

“Maggie sure teaches you guys good manners.” 

He wiggles his eyebrows up and down. “I’m only well-mannered sometimes, beautiful.”

Fire licks my lower belly. I’d love for Talen to show me how well he can misbehave. Rolling my eyes at my unfiltered thoughts, I follow him toward the building. 

Talen types a code into a keypad on the side of a glass door. The lock clicks open and he pulls the door out for me. We enter a sterile hallway with four elevator doors lined up. Talen presses the call button and immediately one of the elevator doors dings, and opens. Once on board, he presses the number four. 

“Carrying furniture upstairs must be a pain in the ass,” I muse, glancing around the small elevator. 

Talen barks out a quick laugh. “They have a service elevator, Sweets. When they have people move in or bring in large items, they use that. It’s monitored by security and only used for that specific purpose.”

“Fancy.” I give him a cheeky grin.

He uses his free hand to pull me into his side. His lips rest on the top of my head. “You’re something else, beautiful girl.”

“Is that a good thing?” His mouth on me distracts me. It’s only the top of my head, but he may as well have lit a match and thrown it on me. Sparks light up my body from the inside out and I unconsciously push myself closer to him. 

Talen makes a sound of confirmation. “It’s a very good thing.” 

The elevator dings and the doors open to reveal an older couple waiting for their turn. I pull away from Talen. We hadn’t been doing anything wrong, but it felt like we got caught. Talen places his hand in mine, pulling me along when he exits the elevator. He turns right and strolls down the long hallway. We stop at a door with the number twenty-eight on the front. He doesn’t knock or ring the bell. Instead he lets my hand go to pull out his keys. I frown in disappointment when our contact is broken. He was simply holding my hand, but I liked it. Probably more than I should. 

“After you.” He gestures for me to enter the apartment after unlocking the door and pushing it open. 

The apartment is nothing like I expected. I figured they’d have a typical bachelor pad of some kind with clothes and pizza boxes littered all over the place. Instead, a beautiful black, white, and grey color schemed living room greets me. The matching grey couch and love seat take residence in the large room, both positioned in front of a massive flat screen television. Talen scoots past me and into a state of the art kitchen with stainless steel appliances and black marble counters. 

“This isn’t at all what I expected,” I admit, spinning in a slow circle around the open concept apartment. 

Talen scoffs. “Thought it’d be a disgusting mess, huh?”

“Kind of,” I admit sheepishly. 

“Sorry to disappoint.” He looks around the apartment before shooting a mischievous smirk my way. “We could mess the place up for them if you want. Throw food all over, spill some beer on the floor, leave some playboy magazine’s out in the open.”

Giggling at his suggestion, I grab my food from the bar where he set it. “First off, that’s a terrible idea and second I can’t even drink beer. I’m not of age yet.” 

“Ah, right.” He nods solemnly. “That’s alright; it’s not that good anyway.” 

“It smells horrible.” 

Following Talen’s lead, I sit down next to him on the couch. “It does,” he agrees. “So if we aren’t going to trash the place, what kind of movie would you like to watch?”

“Are we going to have the food conversation all over again?”

Talen throws his head back laughing. “Probably, because I’m not going to watch some chick flick.”

I take a quick bite of fried rice while thinking about my options. “What about a comedy?”

“I’m good with comedy.”

He picks up the remote, flicking through the channels. After a few minutes he finds a good movie we’ve both seen already. “How about this one?”

“Yeah, I love this movie.”

We settle in with our food and focus on the movie, laughing together at the good parts. After finishing our food I reach for a fortune cookie on the coffee table, but Talen’s gasp stops me. 

“You can’t just take one like that!” 

I blink, not understanding what the big deal is. “Huh?”

“It’s an art,” he informs me, leaning forward and pointing at the fortune cookies. “You have to pick just the right one. It has to be perfect. Plus, the only real fortune is the first persons pick. The rest are just leftover fortunes.”

“Okay, Mr. Miyagi.” I snort. “Pick yours first.”

“I was going to let you go first this once, but I’ll take you up on that offer.” He leans closer to the table, inspecting the two cookies. “I don’t want the leftover fortune.” 

He spends ages looking back and forth between the two cookies before finally deciding on one. I pick up the other and open the package. We both crack our cookies and I pull the fortune from mine, ready to read it. 

“No.” Talen grabs the strip of paper from my hand. “Are you crazy? You can’t read it first or it won’t come true.”

“Really?” I roll my eyes. “There’s a protocol for eating fortune cookies?”

“Of course there is. You crack the cookie, then you eat the cookie, and after you finish the last bite you can read your fortune.” 

I purse my lips. “But if you picked first and mine is just the leftover, what does it matter if I read it before eating it?” 

Talen opens his mouth to answer but the logic of my words clicks and he snaps his mouth shut. He narrows his eyes on my fortune pinched between his fingers. “Okay, fair enough. I won’t break the rules, but since this isn’t your true fortune you can test fate.” 

“Dork.” I pluck my paper from his hand again and read my fortune while he chews his cookie. “Life is not a mystery to be solved, but a reality to be experienced.” 

“Wise cookie,” he mutters around his last bite. 

I watch him with amusement. “Are you allowed to read yours now?”

He swallows and nods. Looking down at his paper, he frowns. “Your true fortune is in your next cookie.” 

He sputters, glancing from his paper to mine and back again. “What the fuck does that mean?” 

“I guess it means we need to get Chinese food again?” 

He growls and throws the paper on the table. “I’m not adding that stupid thing to my collection.”

“You collect fortunes?” I wonder aloud. 

He nods. “I don’t want to jinx them by getting rid of them.” 

“Won’t you jinx yourself if you get rid of that one?” I point to the abandoned paper on the table. 

He waves off my question. “That was a fluke. My next one will be accurate.”

“If you say so.” With a shrug, I lean back on the couch and turn toward the television, focusing on the movie again.

Halfway through the movie the front door opens and Declan strolls in, his head down while he scrolls through his phone. 

“Holy fuck, this job is hell.” He tosses his keys on the table by the front door, still not looking up. “I’m beyond ready for the stupid fucking thing to be done.”

“Same,” Talen mumbles. “It’s shitty.”

“Yeah.” Declan nods distractedly. “Hey, do you want to head to the parents’ for dinner? I wanted to see Par-“ His words die out when he looks up and finds me sitting silently next to Talen. 

“Aw, you wanted to come see me?” I may poke fun at him, but the fact he’d want to come and hang out with me after a long, bad day at work warms my heart. He wanted to see me. 

Declan glares menacingly at Talen. “You didn’t say she was going to come with you.”

“Did I not mention that?” Talen feigns surprise. “My bad, bro.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure.” Declan takes long strides, reaching me quickly. He pulls me up and into a tight hug. “Hey, sweetheart.”

“Hey.” I breathe him in, loving how he smells like cedar and pine. “I hope it’s okay that I came over. Talen said I could, so if not then beat him up.”

“It’s always okay for you to come over. Though, I might take you up on the offer to beat him up.” He kisses my cheek like it’s totally normal. I stand stock still, watching for Talen’s reaction. He just had his lips on me an hour ago. Okay, it was the top of my head, but that’s something, right? 

Talen only rolls his eyes at Declan. “You couldn’t win a fight against me.” 

Declan turns and heads down the only hallway in the apartment, I assume toward his room. “Keep talkin’, little brother,” he calls over his shoulder. 

Declan only stays away long enough to change his clothes. He walks to the fridge, pulling a beer bottle out and popping the cap. “You want to go over those blueprints now or later?”

Talen turns to me, lifting a brow. “Do you care if we talk shop?”

“Nope, I’m going to change the channel to a chick flick, though.” I smile widely when Talen groans. “Maybe a musical would be better.”

“You are pure evil, beautiful girl.” He sends me another wink before moving to the bar with Declan. 

I plop back onto the couch, grabbing the remote and flipping through channels until I find a decent movie. It’s not long before my eyes grow heavy and I decide to rest them for a few minutes while the guys talk about work.

The next thing I remember after closing my eyes is being lifted into the air with strong arms under my knees and behind my back. “I’m just going to put her in Dominic’s room. I think he said he’d be gone overnight with work.” Declan’s whispered voice breaks through my sleep haze, but I drift off again before I feel him lay me back down. 

Something’s poking me in the back. I wiggle my body, trying to move the object. A throaty groan from behind me snaps me awake quicker than a bucket of ice water. It takes me a few seconds to remember where I am and how I got here. Talen brought me to the guys’ apartment and Declan put me in Dominic’s bed. I remember him saying something about Dominic being gone all night. So who the hell is lying in the bed with me? Still half asleep and more than a little panicked, I roll away from the person behind me, and directly onto the floor with a loud thud. 

Dominic pops up in his bed, squinting around the room and probably trying to find the source of the noise. Footsteps thunder through the apartment and I groan, flopping back on the floor and throwing my arm over my eyes. Of course I’m going to put on a show for everyone with my graceful ways.

Dominic jumps from the bed and I peek under my arm as he kneels next to me wearing only a pair of boxers. I now know exactly what was poking me in the back. Before I can assess how I feel about it, the bedroom door swings open and Declan and Lochlan rush inside. Holy shit, could this get any more embarrassing?

“What the fuck happened?” Lochlan hollers, coming over to kneel next to Dominic. Declan stands behind the two of them and I realize all three are shirtless. 

I groan again, covering my face with both hands. “Please, just kill me now.”

“She fell out of bed, though I’m not sure how. I was asleep.” Dominic chuckles and pulls my hands from my face. “Are you alright?” 

“If you didn’t want to be near Dom all you had to do was say so,” Declan jokes. 

“I’m fine.” I sigh, rolling to my side and pushing to a sitting position. “I didn’t know where I was when I woke up and I didn’t know who the hell was next to me. It startled me.”

“What the fuck was she doing in your bed?” Lochlan turns his body to Dominic. “And where the hell are your clothes?”

“I have no idea why she was in my bed.” Dominic holds his hands up in front of him. “I came home and she was there. I wasn’t going to wake her up just to ask her.”

“And the clothes?” Lochlan asks again.

Dominic wiggles his eyebrows up and down earning a smack upside the head from Declan. “Ow, hey! I’m just joking. You guys know I don’t sleep well in clothes. I kept the damned boxers on, isn’t that enough?” 

A choking sound comes from me, drawing the guys’ attention. “I think I’ll sleep on the couch. I’ve humiliated myself enough for one night.” 

“Parker, wait.” Dominic grabs my hand before I can take more than a few steps. “I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable, I didn’t mean to.”

“You didn’t,” I tell him truthfully. “Falling out of the bed and waking the household did.” 

Declan chuckles, but it’s cut off by a big yawn. “Just sleep where you’re comfortable, sweetheart. My bed, his bed, Lochlan’s bed, the bathtub… We don’t mind where you pick.”

“I don’t want to make things awkward.” My thumb goes to my mouth and I nibble on my nail. 

“You won’t.” 

Glancing longingly at Dominic’s bed, I relent and tell them the truth. “I’d rather sleep in a bed than on a couch or in a bathtub.” 

“Sold.” Declan yawns again. “Pick a bed, any bed. And speaking of beds, I’m going back to mine. If you decide to play Goldilocks, my room is at the end of the hall and my bed is just right.” 

Lochlan elbows Declan as the two of them leave Dominic’s room. He pauses and looks at me over his shoulder. “My room is across the hall, babe. Come on in if you need me.”

“Thanks, guys.”

“Okay, climb in.” Dominic walks around the bed as soon as Lochlan closes his door. He pulls the covers back down and lies on the left side. I slowly crawl onto the right side, sinking down under the covers. “Goodnight, Muñeca.”

“Night.” I thought it would take me a while to relax, but the second I turn onto my side, Dominic wraps an arm around me and pulls me into his warm body. I snuggle up against him, completely content and drift off to sleep quickly. 
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“Babe, are you trying to kill me?” Lochlan growls deeply with narrowed eyes. 

I giggle and adjust myself in my seat. “You asked for this. You didn’t have to participate, remember?”

Lochlan drops his head back and blows out a dramatic breath. “Remind me of this torture the next time I offer to do something this fucking stupid.”

“Will do.” I grin, standing up and grabbing Lochlan’s hand. “Ready for round two?”

“No,” he grumbles, though he allows me to pull him to his feet. “Let’s get this shit over with.”

The two of us make our way from the mall’s food court to the shops located on the east wing of the massive building. Lochlan can’t remind me enough how deeply he regrets agreeing to go shopping with me. About a week after I spent the night at their apartment, Lochlan invited me over again. While we were relaxing he suggested we head to the mall and use some of the gift certificate he gave me for my birthday. Originally, it was going to be the two of us, but Dominic and Austyn showed up and decided to tag along. If I believed Austyn was a serious shopper, I was wrong. Dominic hasn’t stopped moving since we arrived two hours ago. He and Austyn refuse to skip any store. They have to look at everything and try on anything they hope might look good on them. 

Lochlan and I got hungry after a while, so the four of us decided to split up. Austyn and Dominic grabbed pretzels to eat on the go, but Lochlan and I actually sat down for our meal. Dominic sent Lochlan a text with the store they’re currently browsing and for us to meet them there because they found things for me to try on. 

“Bet you can’t wait for our shooting date.” I snicker, lightly elbowing Lochlan as we make our way through the hordes of people. 

His head snaps up, and he eyes me for a moment. At first, I wonder if I’ve said something wrong, but when he gives me a sexy half grin, I relax and subtly check my mouth for drool. “Yeah, I can’t wait for our shooting date.” he puts his arm around my waist and rests his hand on my hip. “It’s going to be fun, I think.”

“As long as you aren’t scared I’ll accidentally shoot your foot off or something.” I’m only half joking. “Though, I’m sure you’d be fine with only one foot.”

“You’ll do fine,” he assures me as we reach our destination. “If we survive today.”

When we spot them, one of Austyn’s arms is full of different articles of clothing. Excited to see them, even though I saw them only half an hour ago, I quicken my pace. Reaching them, I frown when I notice how stressed Dominic seems. His eyes are glued to his phone, and Austyn has his free hand on Dominic’s shoulder as if trying to calm him. 

Before they notice us approaching, I hear Dominic’s quiet murmur. “This case is going to be the death of me.”

My eyes dart between them both before giving each a hug. “What happened?” 

“Nothing for you to worry about, Muñeca.” Dominic pulls me back in for a second hug and kisses the top of my head. 

My body reacts without permission, and I lean myself against him. He presses his lips to the top of my head for a moment longer. I wrap my arms around him and hold him tighter, hoping to comfort him from whatever may be wrong. 

When my mind catches up, I realize Lochlan has been standing behind me the whole time I’ve been crawling all over Dominic. I inhale sharply and pull away from Dominic, spinning and staring wide-eyed at Lochlan. I expect to find him glaring or at the least appearing unhappy in some way, but he doesn’t appear phased at all by my show of affection toward Dominic. He’s simply scrolling on his phone and mumbling quietly with Austyn. His lack of reaction is further proof Lochlan can be checked off as one of the guys not interested in me. His disinterest hurts more than I’d ever admit aloud.

“Ready to try this shit on?” Dominic asks, interrupting my internal pity party. 

Forcing a smile, I turn back to him and nod. “Let’s do it.”

“By the way, Mom’s got some errands to run. She said we can just order pizza for dinner,” Austyn calls out to us as he strolls toward the dressing room. 

I pause, bringing my thumb nail to my mouth and chewing a little. “Shouldn’t we do something different?”

“What do you mean, babe?” Lochlan asks, only half paying attention. He still has his phone in his hand, and he seems to be getting more upset at whatever he’s looking at. “Do you not want pizza?”

“Well”—I draw out around my thumb—“Maggie always cooks us dinner. She’s been teaching me to cook for a long time now Maybe we could make her something instead of just ordering pizza.”

Austyn strides back to us and chuckles. “You’re too nice, Starshine.”

“I just think it would be a good surprise for her to have someone else cook a meal for her for once.” I shrug, glancing at each of them.

Dominic huffs, and Lochlan curses. “You just have to make sense and shit, don’t you?” Dominic mutters. 

“We’ll make something good for her,” Lochlan agrees, putting a hand on the small of my back. “Her favorite is fajitas. I can help you make them.”

“You cook?” I ask as I’m ushered toward the dressing room.

Lochlan barks out a laugh and mock-glares down at me. “You don’t think I can cook well?”

“No,” I admit, shaking my head. “I didn’t think you could cook at all, actually. Are you sure you can, or is this a clever ploy to poison me?”

“He’s actually the best cook out of us all,” Dominic tells me with a grin. “Mom made us all learn to cook as kids. She didn’t want us to starve when we left home.”

“That’s smart,” I muse aloud as we reach the dressing room. 

“Yep,” Austyn chirps, pushing me into a room. “Except it didn’t work on me. Pop taught me how to use a can opener and a microwave and I never looked back. Now, start trying shit on.”

I laugh as he throws me a big pile of clothes. It’s going to be a long day.

Arriving home four hours later, the guys and I get to work making a fajita dinner. Austyn texted the whole family, minus Maggie, to inform them of the dinner plans. Lochlan needs to make some work calls, so he heads for the home office. He promised to be back in time to help with the final touches. Duncan, Declan, and Talen ask if Dominic, Austyn, and I need help. There isn’t a lot to do, so they head off to play a video game. Even with us in the kitchen, they’re laughing loud enough for us to hear. It’s clear Talen is winning because he taunts Declan and Duncan relentlessly. 

“Five bucks says Duncan is going to get him back good in the next round.” Dominic chuckles, obviously having overheard the taunting as well. 

Austyn snorts. “You’re fuckin’ on! There’s no way Dec will let either of them win another round.”

Dominic and Austyn shake hands on their bet and go back to cooking. I glance between the two of them and decide to play, too. “I don’t have money, but I want to bet Talen wins again.” I grin, sure I’ll win the bet. 

“Fuck yea, let’s get her in on this!” Austyn smirks, giving a grinning Dominic a fist bump. “If you win we owe you five bucks each, but if one of us wins, you owe something to the winner. It can be whatever we come up with later on, but it’ll be legal and moral, probably. Sound good?”

“Deal.” I nod, shaking their hands. “Be prepared to pay up.”

Dominic and Austyn share a look before Austyn turns back to me. “You’re going down, Starshine.” 

Austyn chops up the peppers, or at least he attempts to. They’re all different shapes and sizes by the time he finishes. Dominic cuts the beef and chicken, leaving me with nothing to do. Not wanting to be useless, I go to the pantry and search around for something else to make. I find a big jar of peanut butter and a few other ingredients needed to make peanut butter and chocolate brownies. With a smile, I pull out everything and mix it up. Peanut butter and chocolate brownies is the first thing I didn’t mess up when baking with Maggie. She’d told me how proud she was and I wanted to cry from the tightness in my chest of having her say those words to me.

“I smell something amazing,” Jack calls from the front door. Jack, Greyson, and Collin walk into the kitchen sniffing the air. Their faces light up as soon as they find us standing over the stove.

“I could help,” Greyson offers, eyeing the brownie batter. 

Collin shakes his head and chuckles. “Nice try, buddy. You need a bath before dinner.”

“Aw, Daddy,” Greyson whines, turning around to pout at Collin. “I wanna help Pawker.”

“Sorry, dude.” Collin shrugs, ruffling Greyson’s hair. “You need to be clean more.”

Greyson turns his pouty face toward Jack. “Papa, please can I help cook?”

“Not a chance.” Jack snorts. “Daddy and I are on the same team, kid.”

“Fine,” Greyson cries, stomping up the stairs with Collin for his bath. 

“What are you all up to?” Jack asks, plopping down onto a stool. “Who did something wrong?” 

“Huh?” I frown, watching him over my mixing bowl. “Why would anyone have done something wrong?”

“Because the last time the boys cooked dinner without being asked was when Declan decided to superman dive off the roof and into the pool,” Jack tells me. “It wouldn’t have been so bad if his brothers hadn’t egged him on and talked him into trying a flip.”

“We panicked when they took him into the ER,” Dominic admits sheepishly. “He broke his leg, and we knew we were in for a world of trouble. We figured cooking them dinner would ease our punishment a little.”

“If only we hadn’t burned the lasagna to a crisp.” Lochlan strolls into the room. “I think it pissed them off more to have come home to the smoke alarms going off. I’m pretty sure that was our longest group grounding to date.” 

“Ah, the good old days.” Jack sighs jokingly. “So, who did what this time?”

“No one did anything,” Austyn insists. “Parker suggested making Mom dinner, so that’s what we’re doing.” 

“That’s very sweet of you,” Jack tells me with a wide smile. “Maggie’s going to be really excited. She should be home soon.” 

Hooting and hollering starts up again in the living room, and Austyn drops his vegetable chopping knife on the cutting board. He races from the kitchen yelling, “Which one of you assholes is the loser?” 

Dominic walks up to me, chuckling at Austyn’s retreating form. I hold a batter covered hand away from our bodies, not wanting to get Dominic dirty. Instead of stepping away from the mess, he grabs my hand and pops my chocolate covered finger into his mouth. My mouth drops open, and I gape at Dominic’s mouth around my finger in shock. 

He gently bites down on my finger before taking it out of his mouth and grinning at me. “Yum. Tastes like peanut butter.” My eyes widen and my mouth hangs open when Lochlan growls and Jack chuckles behind me. 

I jump away from Dominic with a surprised yelp. He simply laughs, trailing after Austyn who can be heard cursing in the other room. I hear him shouting something about owing me money and I want to be happy about winning the bet, but I’m too shocked by what just happened with Dominic. 

My eyes shoot to Jack and Lochlan, wondering what they think right now. Jack continues chuckling as he moves to the stove to stir the fajitas. Lochlan glares toward the hallway Dominic disappeared down, and I cringe. 

Shuffling up next to him, I clasp my hands together in front of me, hiding their nervous shaking. I have no idea what just happened, and as much as I liked what Dominic did, I don’t like Lochlan upset. 

“I feel like I did something wrong,” I mumble, startling Lochlan out of his angry glaring. “I’m sorry, Lochlan. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Lochlan blinks at me a few times before groaning and rolling his head back to let out a huff. “Fuck, babe.” He pulls me into a hug before continuing to speak. “You didn’t do shit wrong. I just have a lot on my mind, and I’m being a dickhead. Ignore me, I’m not mad at anyone, okay?”

“Okay, if you’re sure,” I murmur against his chest, relaxing when he promises again everything is fine. Being in his arms soothes me and gives me a sense the world can’t touch me. He’s my protector. He’s my safe place.

“Don’t worry, Parker,” Jack calls over his shoulder. “Lochlan has always been a grouch.”

My eyes dart between Jack and Lochlan in confusion. “How long have you been part of the family?” 

“Since I was thirteen.” Lochlan stiffens around me.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, gazing up at him with concern. 

His eyes dart around the room nervously as if trying to find some inspiration into something to say. “Babe, this story doesn’t make me look very good.” 

“You don’t have to tell me. I understand,” I insist with sincerity. It’s his story to tell, and I need him to understand I can wait as long as he wants. 

Lochlan glances behind my shoulder at Jack, and then lets out a long breath. “Come talk with me, Babe. Pop, keep an eye on dinner, yeah?” 

Jack makes a noise in the affirmative, and Lochlan leads me out the back door. He sits in one of the loungers and pulls me down with him, my back to his front. His arms wrap around my waist, and he tucks me closer to his chest. I relax back into him and gaze out at the moonlight reflecting off the pool water. 

“I wasn’t a nice kid, Parker,” Lochlan murmurs in my ear after a long stretch of silence. “My father was the only influence I had for a long time. My mom was never around when I was small, and when I turned five, she took off with our neighbor to start a better life for herself. My dad was physically harsh, and he was verbally an ass. When I turned twelve, he took off. He told me he was over dealing with a little shit like me, and I was old enough to be on my own. He wasn’t going to bother with me anymore.”

“Oh, Lochlan,” I whisper, grabbing his arms resting on my waist and squeezing him tight in an awkward backwards hug. 

“I was pissed,” he continues, holding me tight. “I didn’t deal well. There were a lot of fights that I got into. I considered joining a gang and even started the initiation process. Jack had been with Maggie and Collin for a few years already when he found me on the streets. I’m really lucky I had him. I would probably be in jail right now if he didn’t kick my ass one day.”

“He what?” I choke out, trying to turn in my seat to see Lochlan’s face. 

“Babe”—Lochlan chuckles, holding me still—“I needed it at the time. He only did it to get me to pull my head out of my ass. It sort of worked, too. He showed me what could happen to me if I went head-to-head with someone stronger than me. I stopped fighting people, I stopped looking for trouble. Jack and I met up every day for lunch at a fast food place for six months. I refused to go to a shelter or get caught by social services. I liked my freedom. I distanced myself from the people I’d started to hang around, though.”

Lochlan sighs and lays his head back in the lounge chair, taking in the night air. “I don’t know how he did it, but Jack managed to get me into the system and under the care of him and Maggie and Collin without me having to get put into a group home or go through a long process.

“Jack told me that my one stipulation to coming to live with them was that I respect the rules and remember they’re my family. I was a thirteen-year-old boy with no place to go and no one to show me how to be an adult. I didn’t look too good when I showed up at their house. The next day, Maggie took me to a store for some clothes that fit, and my new brothers wanted me to play with them like I belonged there. It took me a long time to figure out that they were my family, and they wanted me to be a part of it.” 

“Lochlan, of course they want you,” I whisper, lacing my fingers through his. 

He lets out a small laugh. “I know that now. It took a long time, but I learned. The guys never gave up. It was weird as hell coming into a house with so many other guys. Ironically, I was more concerned with the guys calling themselves my brothers than I was with the fact I now had two dads. I didn’t know their stories, and I didn’t really give a damn either. They lived in a perfect house and appeared to be the perfect family. Then, about six months after I got here, Talen got hurt because of me.”

I gasp, but don’t dare say a word. I want him to tell me what happened, and if I say anything, he may get distracted. 

“It wasn’t a big deal once he got checked out, but we didn’t know that at the time. He was climbing the side of the house, trying to show off his skills for me. He wanted to impress me into liking him. He wanted me to want to be his brother. Anyway, I let him. I walked away and didn’t tell anyone about his antics. He ended up falling off the second story. He could have died, and it would have been on me. He ended up with a broken arm and a bump on the head. He was a lucky little shit.”

The urge to run and check on Talen nearly overwhelms me, but I stay put. I need to hear the rest of Lochlan’s story. I give his hand a reassuring squeeze, and he continues. “I talked to him when he woke up in the hospital. I told him he was a fucking idiot for climbing up the side of the house like a damn monkey. I told him I’d kick his ass next time he tried anything reckless like that again. I said I wasn’t going to lose my brother just because he didn’t have common sense.” 

“Was he upset?” I ask, unable to stop the question from tumbling out. 

Lochlan snickers. “No, the fucker was giddy. He was way too happy that I called him my brother. I think Talen was the first to discover that I’m perpetually grouchy. It’s just how I am. It took the others a while to adjust to that little fact about me. I also learned later that my father gave up custody of me to Jack, Maggie, and Collin easily.” 

I turn my body and rest my head on Lochlan’s shoulder, but keep my eyes on him. “Where is your father now?”

He shrugs his large shoulder. “He’s been in and out of jails all over the country to be honest. I think the last we heard, he was serving a ten-year sentence in Georgia. Who knows, though. I don’t much care where he is. Collin and Jack taught me what a real father is supposed to be like, and I never want anything to do with my birth father again. He’s not a nice guy, never will be. He’s not my father, he’s just the guy who helped create me. Collin is my dad, Jack is my pop. That’s how it will always be for me.” 

I nod against his shoulder, looking up when I sense his eyes on me. “Thank you for telling me, Lochlan. I know it wasn’t easy for you.” 

“I don’t get how we got so damn lucky,” he mumbles, pushing my hair away from my eyes. “You’re too good for us, Parker.” 

“I’m not.” My brow scrunches at his words. Of course, I’m not too good for them. If anything it’s the other way around. I don’t deserve this family. 

He shakes his head, not saying anything more. His eyes dip down to my lips, then back up again. Warmth fills my belly and I wonder if he wants to kiss me as much as I’m dying to kiss him. They flicker between my eyes and lips a few times before he lowers his head and presses his lips against mine briefly. 

I gasp against his mouth. Partly in surprise and partly because of how much I like the feel of his mouth on mine. I’m not sure he knows this is my first kiss. He’s making it perfect, and I wouldn’t change it for anything. 

“Promise you won’t give up on us,” Lochlan whispers, barely pulling away from my mouth. “Things might get crazy soon, but we all care about you so damn much. So please, just don’t give up on me, on us.” 

I blink in surprise, not understanding his words. “I’d never give up on you, Lochlan. I wouldn’t give up on any of you, I promise.” 

Lochlan nods slightly, a gentle smile turning up the corners of his mouth as he leans down and kisses me softly again. My mind becomes consumed by Lochlan and his kisses, but there’s a nagging thought trying to push its way forward. What would the other guys say if they saw me kissing Lochlan? Would they be mad if they find out?
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Dear Journal, 

My first kiss. I hadn’t put much thought into what it would be like, but Lochlan made it perfect. I didn’t expect him to kiss me; I didn’t think he liked me that way. Maybe he still doesn’t? I just don’t know anymore. It’s all so confusing. I like Lochlan, a lot. But I like Talen and Dominic and Declan and Duncan just as much. That makes me a whore, doesn’t it? I mean, sure, Maggie has two husbands, but she doesn’t have five. It’s just wishful thinking on my part that all five of them would want me. I’m sure of it, but Austyn maintains his belief they’re interested in me. 

My head hurts just thinking about all of this. I don’t want to hurt anyone. This family, these guys, they mean too much to me. I think the best way to fix things is to try and avoid them, but I don’t know if I can do that. 

Today is the day Talen and I are going to the aquarium. He won’t tell me what the special event is that’s going on, but he promised me I will love it. I trust him. I just hope I don’t mess up the relationship between the guys by doing something stupid. 

“Ready to go, Parker?” Talen asks, poking his head around the door frame to my room. 

I shut my journal, shoving it under my pillow and stand with a smile. “I think so. Is this okay to wear to an aquarium?” I glance down at my converse shoes, dark jeans, and grey v-neck shirt. Simple and functional is what I decided on when getting dressed this morning. 

Talen steps into my room, taking a few long strides to place himself in front of me. “You look perfect.” 

The way his eyes heat up sends shivers through my body, and I lean closer to him. His hands come to rest on my hips, and he smiles gently down at me, pulling me the small distance it takes to have our bodies touching. Being this close to him has my body on fire, but it’s a good burn. It’s familiar to me now, after experiencing the same sensations when the other guys touch me or hold me in their own ways.

Thinking about the others snaps me back to my goal of keeping the guys at a distance, and I shake myself out of my Talen fog, stepping away from him. “Um”—I clear my throat and chew my thumb nail— “should we go?” 

Talen blinks at me a few times before his brow draws together in confusion. He doesn’t say anything. He simply nods and follows me from the room and to the car. The ride to the aquarium is silent, which is normally comfortable with Talen. However, this time the silence is heavy and awkward to me. I didn’t mean to upset him, but I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m too afraid of messing things up to do what I want to do. 

“Come on, Parker,” Talen murmurs, pulling me from my inner turmoil. “We don’t want to be late for the surprise.” 

We get out of the car, and Talen starts to reach for my hand, but stops himself and shoves his hands into his pockets. I can’t stand him being upset. I don’t want to hurt or upset the others, but Talen is right here in front of me. I can at least try to make things better with him for now.

Taking a deep breath, I link my arm with his. My cheeks burn with my bold move, but the smile lighting up his face tells me I did the right thing. He takes his hand from his pocket and puts it around me, tucking me to his side. He makes me giddy, and I feel cared for when he holds onto me like this. I can’t stop myself from melting into him, and his smile widens as I do. Talen’s my strong peace keeper. He always finds a way to make me comfortable and happy. 

“Will you tell me the surprise before we go in?” I watch him hopefully.

He eyes me for a second as we wait in line, and then shakes his head with a grin. “I can’t say no to you. We’re going to feed seals and otters. I arranged it ahead of time so we can be in there with the trainers.”

“I get to feed otters! Real live ones?” I bounce up and down on my toes, not believing I really get to be up close to adorable otters and seals. 

Talen nods. “They’ll let you hold the new baby otter, too,” he informs me, chuckling when I squeal with excitement. “I’m glad you’re excited, Beautiful. Let’s go have some fun.” 

We spend a full hour playing with and feeding the seals and otters. Our time comes to an end too soon, and the trainers make us leave. Talen doesn’t let me mope around for long. Soon we’re walking through a butterfly exhibit where colorful butterflies land all over us. I manage to snap a picture of Talen with a butterfly on his nose. We walk the rest of the aquarium, taking pictures of sharks and clownfish, and plugging our noses as we watch flamingos walk around their area.

“I never realized how smelly flamingos are.” I cough, still covering my nose. “They’re stinky little suckers.”

“Yeah, they really are.” Talen laughs, dropping his hand from his nose. “I remember thinking the same thing on my first trip to the zoo. They didn’t have them at the aquarium I went to the first time.”

“When was your first trip?” I ask, snuggling into his side as he slides his arm around my shoulders. 

He sighs and shrugs. “It’s kind of a strange and long story.” 

“We’ve got time if you want to tell me,” I coax, my curiosity flaring. 

“When I was ten years old, my parents were murdered by my aunt,” he explains. I gasp in horror and turn my body around in his arms to face him, stopping us both in our tracks. I didn’t expect him to say something like this at all. Though, I don’t dare say a word, fearing I might say the wrong thing. “She tried to kill me, too, but she didn’t succeed. My aunt got life in jail, and I haven’t seen or heard from her since. It was some twisted jealousy thing because my mom had a husband and kid and a decent home. 

“Anyway, I went to the hospital. I had to be there for a long time, and I don’t remember much from the first few days. I do remember the social worker I had. She was kind and welcoming. She didn’t treat me like I was trouble, and she never pushed me for information on what happened. I never wanted her to find out because I didn’t want her to look at me differently, unkindly. What kind of person has an aunt who would do such a horrible thing? That’s what I thought at the time anyway.

“Her sons came around one day. She couldn’t find a sitter, but she had promised to stop by and see me. She didn’t want to break her promise. One of them wouldn’t leave me alone even when I asked him to. He talked constantly. He sat with me, chattering away about his brothers and how I would really like them. I told him I had no siblings. It was the start of me telling him about my past, my father and mother, and the life I had growing up. Maggie heard all of it from the hallway, though I didn’t know that at the time. Later that day, she told me that when I was released I would be going home with her, Duncan, and Declan.”

“Declan was the one who wouldn’t leave you alone? Maggie was your social worker?” I ask, a small smile forming at his happy ending. 

He shakes head, and his lips twitch up slightly. “It was Duncan actually. He’s pushy, but he’s my brother. Of course I loved my parents, but Maggie, Jack, and Collin are my adopted parents and I naturally slipped into calling them Mom, Dad, and Pop. I wouldn’t change my family for the world.” He pauses and searches my face. “That includes you, Parker. No matter what, I wouldn’t change you for the world.”

A blush stains my cheeks as Talen continues. “Maggie used to be a social worker, obviously. It’s when she first started fostering. When she took me in, I was ten. I’d mentioned for my birthday the following week my parents had promised I’d go to the zoo.”

“They took you?” I guess, a smile tickling my lips at the image of a tiny Talen on his birthday.

“Yeah,” he confirms, hugging me tightly. “They took me and the rest of my new brothers. It took me a long time to recover from losing my parents, but finding Austyn helped a lot.”

“Finding Austyn?” I ask, not understanding. 

Talen throws his head back and laughs loudly. “He never told you how we found the little monkey?”

“Nope.” I can’t hide my burning curiosity. “What happened?”

“For my birthday every year, my parents take me to the zoo. It’s just a tradition now. For my twelfth birthday, it was the same as the year prior. I’d started to come to terms with the fact that my birth parents were never coming back, and I was healing. Maggie, Jack, and Collin never forced me to call them mom or dad or pop. It came natural after a while, like I said.

“Austyn was part of social services from birth,” he explains. “He’d run away a lot from his foster homes, though. We were there for my birthday visit, and there was a commotion in the monkey exhibit. We went to see what was happening and found Austyn there. He insisted he was a monkey and that’s where he was staying.”

“No.” I gasp, covering my mouth to hold in my laughter. 

“Yes.” Talen laughs. “The best part is no one could get him out. They couldn’t catch him. Imagine a little six-year-old climbing trees and yelling like a monkey. My mom and dads told him he could stay with us if he came out. He never left after that. Mom said she was raising monkeys anyway, what’s one more added to the group.” 

 “You guys both got your happy ending,” I murmur, almost to myself as I think of how lucky they are to have the family they do. The one I’m now part of.

Talen’s eyes spark as his expression turns serious. “Nearly there, Parker. Nearly there.”

My cheeks darken again, and I tuck my chin to hide my blush. Talen takes hold of my hand as we continue touring the aquarium without another word about Talen’s past or Austyn. 

“This was the coolest day ever.” I sigh, leaning into Talen as we walk to the parking lot. “Thank you, Talen. It was more fun than I ever thought I could have at an aquarium.”

“Anything for you, Parker,” he promises me, quickly kissing the top of my head. 

His words hold a deeper promise than my mind is able to fully comprehend right now. Talen didn’t take his hands off me the entire day. Some part of him was always touching me. The gentle touches mixed with the amazing time we experienced today solidify my feelings for him. There’s no way I can deny he means to me as much as Lochlan, Declan, Dominic, and Duncan do. 

“Parker?” Talen’s quiet voice breaks me from my musings, and I look up at him, raising an eyebrow in question.

“Hmm?” 

“Are you okay?” He frowns.

I nod and smile up at him. His frown remains in place as he regards me. “Are you?”

I stop walking and set the bag of souvenirs down. Silly boy refused to leave the place without making me pick out my favorite little trinkets. I couldn’t help but get a stuffed flamingo for Greyson. I hope he likes it. 

Talen pulls me into his arms, hugging me tightly and lifting me off the ground. “Never better, Beautiful.” He murmurs against my hair as I savor being in his arms. “I’m glad you had fun. I’ll bring you here again.” 

I lean back and grin wildly at him. “I can’t wait to go out with you again.” My comment is innocent, at least I meant for it to be. But it sends a shiver of excitement through me at the thought of going on a real date with him some day. One where I hug him and kiss him without worry of what he may think my intentions are. 

The idea of kissing him causes my eyes to dart to his full, perfect lips. It fills me with a sense of pride knowing I put such a bright smile on them. I want to put more than a smile there, though. Without conscious planning as to what I’m doing, I lean closer to him, a shuddered breath escaping me. His eyes widen as my tongue darts out, licking my lips. He takes quick action, leaning down to press his mouth to mine. 

I gasp in surprise, but I notice him give me the chance to pull away. Instead, my arms tighten around his neck. My reaction assures him deepening the kiss is okay. His tongue slides along the seam of my lips, and I readily open for him. It’s probably crystal clear in the way I follow his lead I’m not exactly experienced in this, and it’s surprising how sexy I find his slight dominance over the kiss. 

I pull back, panting and trying to catch my breath. Talen gives me a few more soft kisses on the lips, then one on my nose, then my forehead before allowing my body to slide against his until my feet hit the ground. I shake slightly. My eyes shine bright, and my cheeks burn hot. 

“You okay?” Talen whispers, not letting go of my hips even after I stop wobbling. “Was it okay that I kissed you?”

I nod slowly, staring at him with wide eyes, nervous and excited at the same time. I really need someone to talk to about this. I have no idea what to do right now. 

“Hey,” Talen murmurs, pressing his lips to the top of my head. “Don’t worry, everything will be fine. I promise.” 

I don’t answer, but my body relaxes slightly as I allow him to pull me the rest of the way to the car. The ride home is a comfortable silence, unlike the ride to the aquarium. Talen holds my hand the entire way. As juvenile as it sounds, I find it amazing, and I never want to let go.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




DUNCAN




“This is horse shit!” Lochlan yells, pacing the room and muttering curse words. “A damned disaster! So fucked up! Un-fucking-believable!” 

“Okay, Lochlan.” Dad sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. “We all understand how you feel about the situation, and we feel the same. Though, we’re not as loud about it. Your temper isn’t going to fix the issue.” 

Two more girls disappeared and both of them fit the profile of girls they believe Randolf and Lopez are targeting. We all know the assholes took them. No one has any idea where they took them, though. The girls and those two dickheads simply disappeared. It’s possible they have left the state or even the country. 

“Well, what the fuck do we do to fix it, huh?” Lochlan continues to shout, causing half of us to roll our eyes. My crazy brother has two volumes, deafeningly loud and deafeningly silent. 

Austyn raises his hand like we’re in grade school, and Pop’s really close to losing his cool. He’s doing his best to keep it in, and I’m trying not to laugh at his effort. “You’re not even supposed to be in this meeting, Austyn.” 

“Okay, so I know this really sucks and all, but rather than cursing ourselves blue let’s come up with a plan. I have an idea,” Austyn says, ignoring Pop’s comment. Somehow this case became a family affair. Declan, Talen, and I joined the meeting when we noticed how upset our dads and oldest brothers are. 

Leaning forward, Dominic rests his forearms on his knees and gives Austyn his full attention. “Whatcha thinkin’, little bro?” He may be young, but the son of a gun is smart as hell. I’d bet money he’ll be following our dads, Dominic and Lochlan into law enforcement.

“Well, we now know that Lopez and Randolf are running this fucked up thing,” Austyn explains, glancing from Dominic to our other brothers and dads. “The fact that they both disappear at the same times as two other girls that fit the profile makes that pretty obvious. You can’t follow them around now, they slipped away from you. But they can still be found, right? If we put our skills together maybe we can find them. There has to be somewhere they messed up. We just have to find it.”

“You four aren’t supposed to even know about this case.” Lochlan growls at Austyn. 

“All in favor of this plan?” Pop asks, waiting for us all to raise our hands. Of course, we all agree, even Lochlan. It’s the best we can do right now. Once everyone is in agreement, Dad divides our tasks. “Talen, see what you can find on the laptop we found at their last known residence then go to the office and start searching through the video footage on my computer. It’s footage of the area the girls were last seen.”

“Got it.” Talen nods, hopping up and leaving. The bureau would be pissed if they knew how often me and my brothers help out on serious cases like these. I may be in law school, and Talen and Declan may be in construction, but the three of us and even Austyn have helped solve more cases than we’d ever admit out loud. 

“Austyn,” Dad calls, pointing at my younger brother. “You go help Talen. I want to make sure you don’t go snooping around on your own.”

Austyn leaves muttering curse words. More than once he’s gone off on his own and found himself in a world of trouble. Keeping him busy at home isn’t a bad idea for now.

Dad turns to Lochlan and Dominic. “The two of you, go look around the area the girls were taken and around Lopez’s and Randolf’s houses. See if they left behind any evidence that would be useful.”

They head out of the room without a word. As they leave, Dad addresses Declan and me. “Okay, you two check on Parker. Be sure she doesn’t need anything, keep her company while the rest of us are busy. Who knows how long this is going to take, and you’ve been working a lot this week.” Declan grins wide and practically skips out of the office to complete his task. 

He pauses at the bottom of the stairs and pulls his buzzing phone from his pocket. He groans loudly before answering. “Yeah? Now? Fuck, yeah I get it. I’ll take care of it.”

He turns to me with a scowl after hanging up. “Fucking work. I’ve never hated my job until right this second.”

I pat his shoulder as he stomps past me to fix whatever happened at the recent job site. Thank goodness my skills aren’t in computers or snooping. I get tasked with spending time with Parker, so I couldn’t be happier. It feels like forever since we spent time together, and we still haven’t been able to go on our camping trip. 

Taking the stairs two at a time, I find Parker’s bedroom door open and her sitting on her bed writing in her journal. I sneak up behind her and whisper in her ear. “Boo!” She jumps and releases a strangled cry. 

She spins around to face me and gives me a playful glare, narrowing her eyes. “You scared me… again.” My brothers and I take pride in our abilities to scare the crap out of her constantly.

“It’s not my fault you look so darn cute when you’re all focused,” I insist, trying to sound logical. “How can I not sneak up on you?”

“I don’t mind you sneaking up on me,” she admits, her cheeks turning pink at the confession. “I don’t mind any of you guys sneaking up on me. As long as it’s only you guys.”

I blink a few times before smiling widely and scooping her up into my arms. A squeal escapes her as I rush from the room and down the stairs with her in my arms. “Where are we going?” 

“To teach you how to play video games.” I come to a stop in the kitchen and plop her on the counter. “What do you say? Want to play with me?”

Giggling, she nods to me. “I always want to play with you, I love doing anything with you.” 

My expression turns serious, taking the smile from her face. Her eyes heat up, and my body tightens in response. “Anything?” I ask, leaning closer to her. 

Her mouth opens and closes a few times before she gives up on trying to speak and simply nods. I grab her hips and pull her to the edge of the counter, savoring her tiny gasp at the sudden movement. Before she can ask what I’m doing, my mouth is on hers. She pulls me closer, tugging on my hair slightly. The room drops away as her mouth moves with mine, her tongue touching mine tentatively at first, then with more confidence when I deepen the kiss.

“Maybe,” she gasps between kisses. “We can play a game later?”

“Good idea.” I nod, my lips fastening back onto hers. 

I prefer kissing her a hell of a lot more than a game. What seems like hours later the sound of Lochlan’s truck outside has us breaking our kiss. Parker’s cheeks flame bright red, and her eyes shine, glassy and happy. I smirk, the knowledge I put her in such a state gives me a caveman kind of feeling.

“I should go check up on the guys,” I murmur, resting my lips against her forehead and breathing her in. “Are you okay?” 

“Mhm.” Parker hums happily. “I’m perfect. I need to go get some things done anyway. Go check on your brothers.” 

She hugs me tightly, then hops off the counter and wobbles on shaky legs up the stairs. I snicker to myself as I watch her saunter off in her dazed condition. She’s so damned cute. 

When Parker’s finally out of sight, I take a few deep breaths to calm my body down then head out through the garage to find out what my brother’s learned. Hearing Dominic’s voice, I stop in my tracks unable to resist eavesdropping. 

 “Okay, brother.” Dominic glares at Lochlan. “Start talking.”

The two of them shut their doors after hopping out of Lochlan’s truck just outside the garage. Neither of them notice me yet. 

“Talking about what, exactly?” Lochlan asks, obviously playing dumb. “You got something on your mind, Dom?”

Dominic leans against the truck next to Lochlan and crosses his arms. If I didn’t know my brother, I would almost be intimidated by his size and the narrowing of his eyes. “You know what I mean, Lochlan. What’s going on with you and Parker? You haven’t been yourself since you talked to her outside that one night. Last I heard, you were too old for her and so am I, and we needed to back off. Now you’ve gone all soft and smiley on her. So what happened?”

“Fuck, Dom.” Lochlan growls, dropping his head back and letting it hit the door of the truck. “I’m in love with her, you have to know that. You know me better than anyone. You’re not fucking stupid.”

“I know,” Dominic admits, his stance relaxing a little bit. “I know I am, too. Or close to it.”

Lochlan glances at him and gives a short nod. My jaw nearly hits the floor. They’re in love with her? We don’t know her well enough yet to call this love, do we? Am I in love with her? I didn’t even consider the idea of love until right this second. 

Lochlan’s next confession brings a silent gasp from my lips. “I kissed her, Dom. Outside when we were talking, I kissed her. It wasn’t planned, but I’m not sorry.” 

Dominic remains quiet for a long time. It’s clear Lochlan’s nearly about to lose his damn mind from having to wait on Dominic to voice his thoughts. Dominic runs a hand through his hair. “I can’t be mad at you. I would have done the same thing.” 

“We need to talk about this with the rest of the guys,” Lochlan mutters, pushing away from the truck. “Do you think they’ve thought this through enough?”

“I might have kissed her already, too,” Talen calls from the side of the house. The sneaky shit pokes his head out and strolls up to them. “I didn’t mean to, but... damn. It was the other day at the aquarium. She kept looking at me with those eyes, and I lost any control I thought I had.”

 Finally deciding to show myself, I silently step out of the garage. “Same,” I mutter, rubbing my neck. “I’d planned on occupying her with video games, but we never made it to the game system.”

“Why does everyone get to kiss her except me?” Declan whines from behind me, stomping his way out of the garage. I didn’t even notice him in there with me. “I want a turn!”

My brothers and I exchange glances before the five of us burst out laughing. Leave it to Declan to ease the slight tension. 

“We need to help Mom set up for dinner, but Austyn has Parker occupied in the kitchen. Should we go break them up?” Talen turns back around and heads toward the garage door. 

“We need to take him down before he gets to the stove.” Dominic hurries after Talen. Of all of us, Austyn in the kitchen always ends in disaster or food poisoning.

 “Talen, we’re not going to embarrass her,” Lochlan hollers, stopping him before he enters the house. 

He turns around and smiles mischievously in my direction. “Fine, but next time someone gets tasked with entertaining her, I call dibs.” He slows his pace to let us catch up to him.

I roll my eyes and turn the subject to the findings on the case. “Did you guys find anything at their houses?”

Dominic and Lochlan shake their heads. “We didn’t find crap in the area the girls were taken or at Randolf’s place. But we did find some nasty pictures at Lopez’s house which may help us find these girls before it’s too late. We dropped them at the lab before we came home.”

“We came up empty on the footage, too.” Talen frowns, kicking the toe of his shoe into the ground. “Not one thing out of place. Austyn checked it for me a third time. Actually, I need to go update dad. I’ll catch up with you guys in a few.” Talen veers off from us to the direction of Dad’s office while the rest of us head to the kitchen.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




TALEN




 “Hey, Dad,” I call, turning the corner to enter his office, finding him behind his desk. “Nothing on the footage you had. Me and Austyn searched it together. Austyn even checked it a third time. Dominic and Lochlan may have something, but they need to get it analyzed before they know for sure. Got anything else you need us to work on?” 

Sitting back in his chair, Dad folds his hands in his lap and rests his elbows on the arms of the chair. “Actually, if you have time, I would like to speak with you about Parker.”

I perk up a bit, but I’m also wary. “Okay, what would you like to talk about?” 

“You five are serious about her.” It’s not a question, but I nod anyway. He sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Okay, I’m going to tell you this, and I need you to relay it to your brothers.”

“Okay.” I scoot forward, waiting for him to continue. 

“She has feelings for you all,” he informs me. “Maggie’s been watching her, and it’s clear as day. She talked to me and Jack about it. We all agree the five of you need to tread lightly, but you also need to explain your feelings to her. Stop holding out and make a decision. If you’re not willing to form a relationship with her, then let her go. Don’t string the poor girl along with the affection you’ve all been showing her.” 

I drop myself into the chair across the desk from my dad and run my hands over my face. “I have to admit I didn’t think the guys would say yes at first. It seemed like an insane idea with five of us, but the more I talk to them, the more attractive the idea becomes to us all. None of us want to lose Parker. She has this hold over all five of us that she doesn’t even realize she has. No one wants to be so selfish as to say no to something that would make her and us happy. You, Mom, and Pop have been happy for a long time now. We know other families in similar relationships that are completely and blissfully in love. I can’t deny wanting that for myself. I know most of the guys feel the same. The more time I spend with her the less appealing letting her go sounds.” 

We sit in silence for a long time while I mull over my own words. Finally, Dad decides to ask the question consuming me and my brothers. “There will be jealousy, fights, and hurt feelings. Is it worth all of that? Is she worth all of that?”

I shake my head. “There’s no way for me to answer that for my brothers. That’s the whole point of us giving our own answers and coming to our own decisions. To some of us, it may be worth it, to others, it may not be. I do know one thing, though. Our family can make it through anything we set our minds to, and if we are all in agreement over this, we will make it through the rough times. I’ve always said we’d end up in this type of relationship.” 

“You seem more confident in this than I expected,” he muses, his lips twitching. “Although I guess I should have expected that answer from you. Maggie told me she agreed with you on your prediction of you and the guys. Jack and I thought you were sort of reaching. When Parker showed up and I started to watch you all with her, I realized you might be right. Now I’d bet money you are.”

I chuckle and shrug. “I’m firm on my decision. I gave this a lot of thought, and I weighed pros and cons. I spend a lot of my spare time hanging out with Parker, and I know I’m willing to give it a shot. I’m not going to say that the six of us are going to ride into the sunset and live happily ever after. We’re all still young, especially her. But I’m willing to see where this thing goes.”

“You’re a smart guy, Talen.” Dad grins, giving me a wink. “I’m proud of you for taking this seriously and thinking from all angles. I want all my boys to be happy, and the more I watch you all with Parker the more I think she could make you all happy.” 

“Thanks, Dad. Now we just have to figure out if an unconventional relationship with all five of us is something Parker would even be interested in. She didn’t grow up in our world. Who knows what she really thinks of us.” 

With nothing more to be said, I get up and leave the office. Heading to my room, I drop into bed and lose myself in a mental list of all the things that could go wrong with our family should we all agree to pursue a relationship with Parker. I also can’t stop myself from listing all of the things that could go very right for us if we end up together. 

“Declan?” Parker’s soft voice in the hallway pulls me from my fantasy of the future, and I hop up and peek around the door to find her standing with Declan in the hallway. 

My heart jumps a bit at the sight of her even though I just saw her an hour ago. 

“What’s up, sweetheart?” Declan asks, a wide grin directed at her. 

She frowns and peers down at her feet, shuffling them as she mumbles out her answer. “I was wondering if you were busy. I just wanted to spend some time with you. You know, if you want to or if you aren’t busy. I’m sorry, it’s so dumb for me to come asking for time with you. I just… I haven’t seen you much this week. I’ve missed you.” The last part is a whisper, but I hear it loud and clear.

She misses him. Something in the way she says it, and the look she gives him strikes a nerve. I will not lose this girl. This amazing, beautiful, kind, thoughtful girl is ours, and I will do whatever it takes to keep her with me, with us. She just spent ages making out with Duncan in the kitchen, yet she’s still in tune with my brothers and wanting to spend time with them. She belongs with us. 

“I should just go, I didn’t mean to inter-” Parker starts, her words abruptly stopping when Declan rushes over to her. 

She stares up at him as he gently places his hands on either side of her soft face and presses his lips softly to hers. She doesn’t move for a few seconds, and I worry he scared her by suddenly rushing at her and kissing her. Then she’s kissing him back. They lose themselves in each other, not caring they’re in the middle of the hallway. No jealously arises as I witness my brother kissing Parker. Instead, I calm further and my resolve hardens. I’m never letting this girl go, and I will be telling my brothers tonight. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT












[image: Image]










I messed up, again. I can’t regret kissing Declan or Duncan. Declan’s kiss was hard, fast, and passionate. Duncan was thorough, perfect, and gentle and everything I imagined a kiss from him would be. But kissing them makes two more guys I’ve kissed. I don’t believe anyone witnessed anything, because no one said a word. They’re going to find out eventually, I’ve kissed four of them now. First Lochlan outside when we talked, then Talen at the aquarium, then Duncan in the kitchen, and Declan in the hallway.

I hate knowing I did this to them. It’s like I can’t control myself around the guys. I’m not sure what I’m going to do, but I’ve decided for the rest of the night I’m putting my concerns and worries on hold. I don’t have any tears left after I allowed myself a mini-breakdown earlier, and I don’t want the guys to worry or fight at dinner. 

Declan and I spent a while talking after our kiss, but we were told dinner would be ready soon. I offer to help finish up, but get turned down. I decide to go upstairs and straighten up my room before it’s time to eat. I’m deep in my own mind, and I run into a wall. Shaking my head, I gaze up and realize it’s Dominic’s back, not a wall. 

“Dom, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to knock into you.” I gasp, covering my reddening cheeks. “Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine, Muñeca.” he grins, glancing toward the guest room he usually occupies then back at me. “I, uh, I think dinner will be ready soon,” he informs me, scratching the back of his head. 

“Yeah, I was going to straighten my room before dinner’s finished. I left some books lying around, and I don’t want to confuse the ones I have read and the ones I haven’t.” 

Dominic nods, rocking back on his heels. “Want help? I’m not so sure we like the same books, but I love reading. I’d love someone to talk to about it.” 

“Yeah, I’d really like that,” I chirp, perking up a bit. “What sort of books do you like?”

Dominic’s returning smile twists me in knots. I love making the guys smile at me. I love to make them happy. Dominic follows me into my room, and we spend a few minutes going through my books, talking about the ones I finished and the ones I liked and didn’t. Dominic chuckles when I push the romance novels to the side, knowing he won’t read them. We happen to both love Stephen King and James Patterson. Time flies as we chat about our favorite works by them.

“Ready to get downstairs for dinner?” Dominic asks, standing up and reaching for my hand to help me up as well. 

I don’t expect his strength to pull me up that easily, and I stumble into him, knocking him back a few steps. He wraps his arms around me to help me stabilize, and I grab his shirt in my hands, afraid of falling. “Sorry,” I murmur, not wanting to gaze up from his chest, embarrassment tightening my chest. 

“I’m not,” Dominic whispers, his voice impossibly deep. It forces me to meet his eyes. “Not at all.” 

He tucks my hair behind my ear as his eyes flicker to the diamond hanging around my neck. 

“This is beautiful on you,” he murmurs, his fingers lightly tracing the edges, giving me goose bumps. 

“It’s too important to me to take it off,” I admit sheepishly. “I haven’t taken it off since you gave it to me. It’s so beautiful.” 

“You’re beautiful,” he whispers, his eyes flickering to my lips.

I know what runs through his mind, and I can’t stop myself from wanting the same thing. He must realize this because he lowers his head toward mine. I lift onto my toes and wait for him to press his lips to mine. He moves with painful slowness, and my heart races faster with every passing second. After an eternity, his lips softly touch mine. I press my body into his, savoring the weight of him against me, kissing me. Time escapes us both as we get lost in kissing each other, soft and slow. Neither of us wanting or needing to hurry.

“Are you fuckers gonna eat or what?” Austyn’s voice floats from down the hall, causing me and Dominic to jump apart. My hands fly to my heart, as if holding my chest might calm the erratic beating.

“On our way,” Dominic calls back, not taking his eyes off me. His voice lowers, and he steps toward me again. “Are you okay?” 

My cheeks heat as I nod. “I’m okay.” 

Dominic narrows his eyes suspiciously, flickering to my blushing cheeks. Finally, he nods, either accepting my words or resigned not to ask what put me on edge. I’m not sure I could explain myself even if he did ask. It’s all too confusing and embarrassing to say aloud. I don’t want Dominic or any of the guys to hate me when they find out how I’ve been behaving. It’s not like I only kissed one or two of them. I threw myself at all five of them. My heart and mind refuse to agree on what to do around these guys.

Without another word, Dominic takes my hand, and we make our way to dinner. I should lock myself in my room and refuse to come out. Then, I wouldn’t need to worry about kisses and temptation.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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 “Parker, I’m supposed to drive you to your lunch date,” Lochlan calls out the back door as I pull myself out of the pool. “We leave in an…. Uh…. Erm an hour.” His voice trails off, and his eyes slowly drop down my body, taking in the black bikini Declan got me for my birthday. Our lessons paid off in the past few weeks. I can now swim by myself, though I prefer to be with someone.

“I’ll get ready now,” I call back to him, strolling over to him and picking up the towel on the table beside him. “Thank you for taking me. Jack still won’t let me drive.” 

Lochlan pulls himself together and laughs at my admission. “I don’t know why Pop thought he could teach you to drive. He’s too nervous for that. If he hasn’t let you behind the wheel by next month, let one of us know, and we will get someone else to teach you.” 

I simply nod, not wanting to cause problems with my eagerness to get behind the wheel. I don’t mind going for drives and learning from Jack, but I do want to get my license. I hate depending on the guys for rides. Jack promised to teach me last month, but so far it’s all been verbal teachings, no behind the wheel.

“Thank you, Lochlan.” I whisper, wrapping the towel around my body and hugging him lightly, careful not to get him wet. 

“Uh,” he stutters, his arms going around me. “You’re welcome, babe.” 

Pulling back, I grin up at him and giggle. “Why are you acting so odd?” I ask, watching his pupils dilate.

“Because controlling myself when you’re half naked and wet isn’t easy for me.” He growls, pulling my body closer to his. “You drive me insane.” 

He doesn’t wait for my response, which I’m happy about because no words come to mind. Instead, he presses his lips to mine, his hand skimming over my ribs through the towel. His kisses are hot, hard, and perfectly Lochlan. I sink into him, allowing him to take over. 

Too soon he pulls back and rests his forehead against mine, breathing equally as hard as me. “Get dressed, babe. We need to get you to Talen and Declan for your lunch date. And if you don’t get dressed now, you’ll never make it.”

I nod, rather flustered and shaky. It always takes me too long to get a hold of myself when the guys kiss me. They put me into a fog and I can’t seem to get out. 

“I’m, uh… I’ll go do that now.” I stumble over my words, hurrying past Lochlan and into the house as he chuckles.

I get ready quickly, already knowing I want to put on my dark skinny jeans and white tank top. Since my hair is all wet, I brush then braid it because I don’t want to take the time to wash it. I grab some socks then pull out the boots Dominic picked out on our last shopping trip. A tag still hangs on them, an oversight on Dominic’s part since he never lets me know prices. I find the numbers four, nine, and nine and nod to myself, believing the price to be reasonable. Until I notice a decimal and the two zeros after the last nine. 

“Oh my…” I whisper, staring at the boots costing more than I’d ever spend on an article of clothing. 

It takes me a good five minutes to decide if I should actually wear the boots or not. In the end, I can’t bring myself to slip on a pair of boots I know cost Dominic five-hundred dollars. Perhaps there’s a way I can return them and get him something special instead. He deserves something for all he does for me. I should plan something special for each of the guys.

“You ready, babe?” Lochlan calls from downstairs. 

Instead of answering him, I finish lacing my plain white sneakers and grab my jacket. Rushing down the stairs, I nearly fall into Lochlan. He notices I’m going too fast, and he catches me, swinging me around with enough momentum to prevent either of us from falling. 

“Easy, babe.” He kisses me quickly before letting go. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

His straightforwardness in kissing me does funny things to my heart and lower belly. I like how at ease he is with it, but at the same time, I don’t want anyone to witness us and get upset at me or him. It’s all too complex to handle at the moment, and Declan and Talen will be waiting. I shake myself of my troubles and follow Lochlan to the car. 

The ride to the guys’ current construction site goes quick, and Lochlan gives me a hug goodbye, watching me walk up to the small portable building Talen stands in front of. He wears his standard dirty white shirt, hard hat, safety jacket, and a big smile on his face. 

“Hey, beautiful girl!” he calls, opening his arms to me. “Miss me?” 

“I just saw you at breakfast, Talen.” I giggle, wrapping my arms around him in a tight hug. “But I did miss you.”

“I missed you, too,” he whispers, kissing my hair. “Let’s go eat boring delivered food and hang out with boring Declan.”

I follow Talen up the stairs and into the portable. “I don’t think any of you guys could be boring if you tried.”

Talen glances back at me with a smirk. “Parker, we aren’t going to make it through lunch if you keep that up.” 

“Keep what up?” I ask, frowning as the giggles fade. “What’d I do?”

Talen turns his body and gazes down at me, his eyes heating up as they drop down at the lip I’m biting. “You’re just too fucking cute.” He kisses me softly, but pulls away before I can really savor it. 

He doesn’t say anything more as we make our way through the small building to a tiny office where Declan sits with some Chinese take-out boxes spread across a messy desk. 

“Hey, sweetheart.” Declan stands and greets me with a big grin. 

I hold onto him a little longer than I should and savor his arms around me. “Hey.”

Once seated, we eat our lunch quickly and quietly, all of us clearly starving. Talen keeps his eyes on the fortune cookies. He wants to get the best one before we pick ours, and I don’t mind. His logic seems sound when he says it’s only a real fortune if you pick from the whole pile. After that, it’s simply a leftover fortune. 

“Ready for dessert?” Talen bounces out of his seat and shoots giddy glances in the direction of the fortune cookie bag across the room. 

More giggles erupt as Talen pulls me to my feet and drags me to the bag. “Better watch it, Parker. Fortune cookie picking is serious business.” 

I grin and shake my head at him. “I’m sorry, Talen. Of course, this is very serious.”

“Pick mine for me, sweetheart,” Declan calls, clearly amused by his brother. 

Talen rolls his eyes. “Then, it’s just her fortune, not yours.”

“I’ll take my chances.” Declan snorts. 

I allow Talen to pick his, laughing loudly when it takes him a full five minutes. I grab the two left and hand one of them to Declan. 

Talen opens his, eats the cookie, and then reads his fortune. He refuses to go in any other order. As he eats his cookie, Declan and I open ours, reading the fortunes first. “Okay,” Declan sighs. “Mine says ‘Very soon, your heart will be stolen forever’.” 

Declan’s eyes shoot to mine and widen. I blush at the depth of his stare and drop my eyes to my own fortune. “Erm, mine says, ‘Never let the fear of striking out keep you from playing the game’.”

Frowning, I consider the fortune and how pertinent it could be to my current issue with the guys. If I stop fearing their reactions and tell them how I feel, things would work out better than I expect them to. 

“What the fuck is this?” Talen yells, glaring angrily at his fortune. “It says, ‘Ignore previous cookie’. What the actual fuck?”

Declan and I share a glance before we both burst into laughter at Talen’s expense. Declan had seen the disgarded fortune in their apartment on my first visit. He found it as amusing as me. Talen spends a good ten minutes pouting and searching his phone for a place to email a complaint to the company who made the cookies.

My phone buzzing ends our time together. “It’s a text from Duncan. He is waiting outside for me.” 

“Fine.” Talen pouts. “He can borrow you for a while. I have to go build stuff for a little bit anyway. I’ll see you at dinner, though.” 

“I can’t wait.” I grin up at him and give him a big hug. Talen leaves the building and heads off to get his work done, all the while scrolling his phone for the fortune cookie company information.

Declan hops to his feet and grabs my hand. “I’ll walk you out.”

We nearly make it to the doorway when the phone rings, pulling Declan back. “Shit,” he grumbles, answering the phone. “Yeah?”

He listens for a minute then sighs loudly. “What the fuck did they do that for? I asked them to order this shit last week. No, our deadline will be pushed back if we try it their way.”

Knowing the call must be important, I sneak out quietly to go find Duncan. He can’t be far, and I don’t want to keep him waiting. 

I skip my way down the gravel pathway, toward the front entrance to the site where Duncan said he would wait. I can’t keep the smile from my face as I think over how today went. I should be mortified to have kissed Talen and Lochlan today, but they both made me blissfully happy. I can’t bring myself to be upset or stressed right now. I wish I’d been able to sneak a kiss from Declan as well. Maybe we can find alone time later. Maybe I should take my fortune cookies advice and just tell them.

“Ah, sugar.” A voice I recognize sends chills down my spine, and my blood turns to ice. “I have missed you. Maybe we’ll get to have that fun after all.” 

I spin around and find Mr. Track standing next to me behind one of the portables on the gravel path. His eyes narrow, predatory and excited. He glances around, noticing we’re alone behind a building. Before I can scream or call for help, Track puts a hand over my mouth, spinning me around and pressing something sharp and cold against my throat. The prick of a blade cuts against my skin causing drops of blood to run down my neck. 

Silent tears slide down my cheeks as Track drags me into a car waiting only feet away. When my mind finally catches up to what’s happening, I try to scream and fight, but it’s too late. My effort only angers him. His hand tightens over my mouth, moving up and covering my nose, too. I try to shake my head, hoping for some air, but his grip holds strong. I can’t fight the black dots taking over my vision. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY




DECLAN




Slamming my office phone down, I push my hand down my face in frustration. I tried walking Parker out, hoping to sneak a few kisses with her, but the fucking idiots on our current job can’t do shit right. My phone pings with a text, and I smirk, assuming Parker messaged me. 

My smile turns to a frown quickly when I find a text from Duncan. He knows better than to text and drive, especially with Parker in the car. 

Duncan: Can you two stop hogging her and send her out to me? 

Glancing at the time, I realize my phone call went way longer than I first thought, and they should be home by now. He’s fucking with me, the shit.

Declan: Very funny, did you two get home safe?

Duncan: What do you mean? She’s not here yet. 

Declan: Duncan, not funny. She left the office as soon as she got the text you were waiting. 

Duncan: Bro, she isn’t here. 

Declan: I’m on my way. I’ll call Talen now. You call everyone else in case he hasn’t seen her. If no one has heard from her, tell them we will all meet here. 

In a panic, I hit Talen’s number and quickly find out the last time he saw her was lunch. Rushing to Duncan, I find him in the parking lot. I reach his car at the same time as Talen. 

Duncan hangs up his phone and shakes his head, his eyes wild. “No one’s seen or heard from her. She hasn’t answered her cell. Everyone is on their way here to help us search the site.”

“She probably just got lost on the site,” Talen murmurs, his voice breaking slightly. “She’ll be fine.” 

None of us, not even Talen, believe his words. If Parker isn’t hiding around the site and she didn’t make it down here, then where is she? 




~




“What the flying fuck do you mean gone?” Austyn shouts, pulling his hair as he paces back and forth behind Duncan’s car in the parking lot. “She can’t be fucking gone. She’s hiding, right Dom?” He gives Dominic a desperate stare as he watches the security cameras. 

“Someone took her,” Dominic whispers, tightening his grip on the arms of the desk chair. “Some man took her with a… um… he had a…” 

Pop puts a hand on Dominic’s shoulder, trying to calm him down as his entire body shakes. This is so fucking bad. Pop finishes Dominic’s sentence for him, and it goes from bad to catastrophic. “He had a knife to her throat. When he pulls her into the car, there’s blood, and just before the doors shut and we lose them, she goes limp.” 

“Pop,” I choke, staring down at my hands. “I’m sorry. I should have walked her down. I didn’t know, I swear. I got a call, and she left. I didn’t think—” 

“Hey!” Lochlan shouts, pointing a finger at me and getting right in my face. “Don’t you fucking dare blame yourself for what happened! You didn’t take her, you didn’t push her into that car. You will not blame yourself for this fucker’s actions, you got me?” 

I’m completely broken, but I nod anyway. Lochlan pulls me into a rough hug before letting go and pinning Duncan down with a glare I know he’ll understand. He better not blame himself for this shit either. It will do nothing to help us get Parker back if we blame ourselves, and logically, I know he’s right. We didn’t take her, but we will get her back. 

“He’s right, brother,” Dominic speaks up, eyeing me. “You didn’t do this. Let’s just come up with a plan and get our girl back, okay?”

“Our girl?” Austyn asks, unable to hide his smirk. 

We’ve all talked to Austyn about Parker and the possibility of a relationship between the six of us. He hasn’t said much, except to suggest we talk to her and be honest. I’m not stupid. Austyn knows more than he’ll tell us, but I can appreciate him not betraying Parker’s trust by telling us what we really want to know. 

“Our girl,” Dominic reiterates with eyes full of resolve. I nod, knowing he made his decision. All of us decided to go for it. Austyn appears equal parts elated by the news and terrified we may never get the chance if we can’t find her. I know it’s what he’s thinking because we’re all thinking the same fucking thing. I’d made my decision. We all had. The five of us got together a few days ago, after Talen told us what Dad said, and decided to tell Parker how we feel. We wanted to explain our idea of a nonconventional relationship to her and hope she’d be interested. Now, I don’t know if we’ll ever get the chance. The idea of losing Parker crushes me, and it’s clear on the faces of my brothers they’re all experiencing the same thing. 

“Right,” Lochlan nods, gazing back to the rest of our brothers. “Let’s make a plan, and get our girl back.” 




~




TALEN




We learn fast the man who took Parker is Track. Rebecca got called in to help us. We call everyone we can find and use all resources at our disposal to help rescue Parker. Rebecca identifies Track easily as Parker’s last foster father. His last known residence is our first stop. At his residence, we observe how Parker lived, and the house, especially Parker’s room, disgusts us. Social Services allowed her to live in those conditions. They didn’t give two shits about her. From the smell and condition of the place, Track left soon after Rebecca removed Parker from his care.

Back home, we finalize our plans to get our girl back. A message from the bureau states that Track shows up in the pictures Lochlan and Dominic found at the locations they searched. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out Track is working with Lopez and Randolf. They also linked the pictures to an old warehouse about an hour from here. We have no idea if the warehouse could be where Parker is, but it’s our only lead. Based on tax records, the property was abandoned twenty years ago. But it’s our only chance at finding Parker and the other missing girls. 

“Okay, do we have everything in place? Everyone know what your jobs are?” Dad calls out, grabbing our attention. 

A bunch of their friends from SWAT owe them for some shit, and we called them in to help. Their job is securing any and all men Lopez, Track, and Randolf hired to guard the place. Once finished with that task, they will breach the building and rescue any girls they find. Our job is simple: find Parker. We will take out whoever we need to in order to get her out safely. We need to let our dads and oldest brothers do their job, but we refuse to stay home and wait. Duncan, me, and Rebecca will keep the SUV’s waiting to load up any girls they find inside, and they will hold a few agents there to take away any suspects. My dads and brothers told them they can’t make promises of keeping the fuckers alive, and they didn’t even blink. They want these guys six feet under as bad as we do. They know Parker is our family, and you don’t fuck with a fellow agent’s family.

Everyone nods in response to Dad’s questions, and he signals for us to move. We head to our designated cars, already packed with the supplies we may need. No one speaks as we drive in the direction of the warehouse Parker may or may not be in. We all know it’s a long shot to find her and find her alive, but we will do whatever we can to make it happen. I’ll be damned if I don’t at least take out the son of a bitch who took her.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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I wake up confused and fuzzy. Wiggling my hands and feet, I realize they’re tied down, pain radiating from the spots where the bindings rub against my skin. Opening my eyes, blackness surrounds me as it dawns on me a blindfold covers my eyes. A gag in my mouth prevents me from speaking or screaming for help. My body feels heavy, and I wonder if they drugged me. I can’t get enough energy to struggle against the ties. 

“Ah, my sugar is awake.” Track’s voice bounces around the room, causing me to still and a whimper to escape. 

My mind flashes back to how he took me when I left the portable to meet Duncan. “I’m going to take this tape off so we can have a little chat. The blindfold can go as well. I know how much you want to see me. We’ve been apart for so long.” 

The tape rips from my mouth and stings my lips and skin, but I refuse to make a sound. Track would love a reaction from me. The blindfold comes off, and I blink a few times to clear my vision. I’m still groggy and fuzzy, but I do my best to fight against it. 

“I’ve missed you, sugar.” Track’s eyes slide slowly down my body, making me cringe with disgust. He snaps his eyes back to mine and slowly grins. “We’ll have our fun, but first, I’m sure you want to know why you’re here.”

I ignore him and look away. Angered, he steps closer to me, pressing his hips against me. I turn my head the other direction and refuse to acknowledge him. This only pisses him off more, and he grabs my chin roughly, turning my head to face him. 

“You will pay attention to me, bitch.” He growls, pushing himself against me harder, showing me how excited having me here makes him. It takes everything in me to keep myself from crying. 

“Track!” An unfamiliar man shouts, causing Track to jump away from me, pushing my face roughly away. “Don’t touch the merchandise. How many fucking times do I have to tell you?”

A short, scary man walks into my view. His beady eyes scan over me. “Sorry about that, Parker. He knows better, he just can’t help himself sometimes. Most of us have our little slips, of course. In this business, it’s a bit difficult to stay away from the temptation.” 

“In this case, she will remain unused, Randolf.” Another new man, this one taller than Track and the beady-eyed guy, steps into the room. I find myself hoping against all hope there aren’t more people involved. “You know we get double if she isn’t touched, so she will remain that way.” 

His voice. Something strikes me as familiar about his voice, but I can’t place it. 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Randolf grumbles, distracting me and plopping down on a chair in the corner of the room. “Such a shame, though.” 

“I don’t see why we can’t just play a little bit first,” Track argues, glaring hatefully at the taller man. “Who decided you would call the shots here, anyway?”

“He’s the boss, you idiot!” Randolf shouts, pointing to the tall man. “Lopez is the reason we get paid, so how about you shut up and listen to him so we don’t lose out on the money from this one. The money you nearly cost us.” 

“Fuck that!” Track yells back. “I bet I could get twice as much if I just took her and found a buyer on my own.” 

The three of them scream and shout at each other, getting angrier with each passing comment. I try to tune them out, not liking how hard I’m shaking. Their arguing brings back bad memories, and it’s worse knowing they would and probably will hurt each other, and me. 

Searching around the room, I find no way I can get out of here. The room appears to be some kind of basement or warehouse with no windows and only one door in and out. It’s a small room, barely big enough to fit the four of us. Of course, I’m stuck in a far back corner, tied to bars on the walls. They rigged this room up beforehand, and I find myself wondering how long they’ve had this planned.

The sound of a fist hitting flesh and a grunt draws my attention, and I witness Lopez knock out Track. He’s beyond angry. His eyes burn with hatred as they glare my way. “You’re nothing but a burden, you stupid shit. I can’t wait until our buyer gets here and takes you off our hands.”

Randolf grunts in agreement. “A submissive little bitch like you is worth a pretty penny, you know.” He crosses his arms and watches me carefully. “I don’t know why Track couldn’t hold onto you for a bit longer, but no matter. Our buyer was willing to wait when we showed him your picture and described you.”

Lopez must notice the confusion on my face because he lets out a maniacal laugh as he steps over Track’s unconscious form and toward me. 

“You still don’t get it, do you?” He doesn’t wait for me to respond. “You’re being sold, bitch. We watched you. Then, we got closer after Track got you in his house, and when you showed how submissive and innocent you really are, we were sure you’d be perfect. Most girls your age aren’t that innocent, though they still sell pretty well. You, however, will be making us very rich men.” 

They want to sell me. Like a slave or something. The idea causes my stomach to churn, and my heart to race. There’s no way I can let this happen. They said they have other girls, too. They sell girls to make money. I need to find a way to get myself out of this, me and those other girls if I can. They’re going to sell me like property. The three of them are beyond sick.

A sharp sting across my cheek brings out a whimper, and my eyes blur with tears. “Just because you can’t be touched in some ways, doesn’t mean we can’t use you in other ways, and right now, I’m really pissed off, and you are really convenient.”

“Just don’t break any bones,” Randolf mutters, lazily staring down at his nails. “We aren’t allowed to break bones according to the buyer.” 

My eyes shut tight, and I curl into myself as best I can in the position I’m in. I know what’s coming, and I do my best to turn my mind to anything to get me out of my own head. 




~




Everything. Hurts. 

I’m pretty certain Randolf, Lopez, and Track broke the no breaking a bone rule. Once Track woke up, they argued a bit more over the fact Lopez knocked him out. Lopez waved him off and told him to take his aggression out elsewhere. I was the elsewhere. 

Randolf unties me after Lopez grants him permission saying I wouldn’t be able to fight back even if I wanted to. They’re right, my strength to move disappeared hours ago. He unties the ropes on my wrists, allowing me to fall to the floor before giving me a few good kicks, then leaves the room to answer a phone call. With no one else inside the room with me, I allow a few sobs to escape. I wish I could pass out and escape the awful situation, but I know if I succumb to the pain and let it take over, things will get worse for me. I want to make sure I know what they plan to do. Instead of giving in, I force myself to stay awake. 

Finally alone, my thoughts are consumed with finding a way to escape this hellhole. Remembering the three of them talking about the other girls they plan on selling, I cringe. The poor girls they’ve taken must be as terrified as me. I wonder if anyone might be searching for the other girls? The guys are sure to be searching for me by now. 

The guys. My guys. Flashes of their faces play through my mind. Lochlan and his scowling eyes, his pursed lips, his crossed, tattoo covered arms. Talen with his bright eyes contrasting perfectly against his mocha skin, his quiet demeanor, and his knowing smirk. Duncan and his shyness, his calming smile, and his surprisingly playful side. Declan with his happy laughter, his smart mouth, and his sensitivity. Dominic and his beautiful voice, his comforting presence, and his caring nature. I make a promise to myself to find a way out of here and tell the five of them how much they mean to me. 

I pull myself up off the floor, pushing past the pain shooting through every part of my body. After I untie my ankles, I shuffle to the door and hold my breath as I try to open it. By some miracle, the handle turns and I’m able to pull the door open. Randolf must have been distracted by his phone and forgot to lock the door. I nearly break down at the bit of luck, but take a deep breath instead. I need to focus if I’m going to get out of this place. After a few seconds of allowing my eyes to adjust to the darkness of the hallway, I find myself alone. Several doors similar to mine line the hallway, and I suspect the other girls may be hidden behind the doors. 

I don’t allow myself to think; I can’t waste the time coming up with a good plan. Instead, I peer into the rooms to check if anyone is inside. I notice they’re larger than the room I’d been held in. They all lock from the outside making it easy for me to open them. Each room contains at least two girls, and they’re all dirty and terrified. None of them have been tied up, and luckily, they’re able to walk. 

“Run!” I whisper, leaving their doors open and moving onto the next. Moving becomes harder and harder with every step I take, but I force my body to keep going. I need to get the girls out of here and find an exit. I need to get back to my guys. 

The girls don’t hesitate. They rush from their rooms, down the hall. There’s a single window at the end, and I know they will try and get out through it. It’s our best option to escape. “Don’t look back, just run, and keep running until you can find help.” The girls all nod to me, seeming hopeful. 

A few girls work on prying the window open as I continue on my mission. Open a door, let the girls out, tell them to run. This continues until I get to the last door, and the girls take off down the hall with the others. 

As soon as they make it to the end of the hall, I turn to follow only to find Track and Randolf rounding the corner. The two of them spot me instantly. Their eyes both widen, and their gazes dart from me to the open doors down the hall. The sound of the window being shattered echoes off the walls, and the men’s eyes harden as they glare at me. I know for sure now I won’t be making it out of here alive, but most if not all of those girls will as long as I can keep these two distracted long enough. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




DOMINIC




Using a hand signal, I tell the SWAT lead, Maverick, to get his team into place. They’re all ready to storm the place, taking down the guards at the front and getting any girls out they find. These guys know what they’re doing. They have four men guarding the front door. The way Lochlan glares at the warehouse, I know he would easily take down all four of them by himself if given the chance. 

Maverick is a good guy. We help each other out all the time without question, and I know his team is like family to him. He’ll do anything for his family, and he knows I’ll do anything for mine. He didn’t even bat an eye when I asked him to come help us out with a slightly rogue mission. We didn’t exactly go through the proper channels in executing this mission, but where Parker is concerned, none of us give a fuck about protocol.

With Maverick and his SWAT team on our side, it allows my dads, brothers and I to focus on Parker only. Mom kept Greyson home, of course, and somehow we convinced Austyn to stay at the house with Mom. Rebecca promised to send them updates as we get them. Declan refused to wait in the car, the fucking idiot. I ended up giving him the pistol I keep in my glove compartment and made him promise to stay behind us. Everyone gets into position, and I watch Pop raise his hand, ready to signal us to move. Seconds before he gives the go ahead, two girls with bare feet and barely dressed come running our way. Some of the guys draw their weapons, not understanding what’s happening at first.

“Hold your fire!” Dad shouts, holding up a hand signal to those who don’t hear the shout. We watch as over a dozen girls rush into the wooded area we’ve been using as cover. They stop dead in their tracks when they notice us, nearly running each other over. Their eyes widen at the sight of us all, and a few fall to the ground meekly. 

“How the actual fuck did they get out here?” Maverick mutters next to me, his eyes not leaving the girls in front of us. 

I shake my head, showing I don’t have a clue. If I was a gambler, I’d put money on our Parker having something to do with this. “Declan, bring them to Rebecca. She would be better suited to deal with them. They’re not going to trust us right now.”

Declan nods his understanding and walks slowly up to the group of girls. He keeps his hands at his sides and loose. “Ladies, I’m Declan. We’re here to help you. If you would just give me a small bit of trust and follow me, we can get you out of here and some place safe. I won’t touch you, I won’t come near you. I’ll simply guide you all to my friend, Rebecca. She’ll drive you to safety. You’ll be okay with us, I swear.” 

The girls don’t need to be asked twice. Apparently, whatever hell waits inside the warehouse is worse than following a stranger into the woods. Knowing Parker might still be inside makes my stomach turn, and my resolve harden. The men who did this will not make it out of the building alive. 

“Th-There…” One of the girls, she can’t be more than sixteen years old, stutters out. She looks from Declan to the path behind her. “There’s a girl. She help-helped us. She’s sti-still there.” 

Parker. Declan’s eyes dart to mine, and I nod. He’s guessing the same thing. God damn it, Parker. Of course, she would get these girls out and not herself. My girl is selfless, and I want to lock her up for her stunt. The one good thing about this news is it means Parker should still be alive, and she’s for sure in there. 

“SWAT, move!” Pop calls out. They don’t hesitate. Their job suddenly changed from knock the fuckers out and get the girls to take the fuckers out and make sure they don’t get up again, ever. It’s good to have allies on SWAT. Maverick takes point, leading his team toward the building at a quick and silent pace.

With SWAT taking care of the yes-men up front, we’re able to storm right past and into the building. We split into our assigned groups, making sure we cover the entire building. Maverick and three of his men make their way up the stairs. Maverick and a guy named Allistar go left while two other guys I know as Marak and Syn go right. They plan to search every corner then meet in the middle. Once the top floor gets cleared they will join us downstairs. Pop and Dad go left on the first floor while Lochlan and I go right. 

Lochlan and I silently sweep the whole right side of the building, checking every room. We find a few more girls, sending them out with Declan who now stands by the front door. A few more make their way down the stairs, and I’m vaguely aware of Declan guiding them from the warehouse. Knowing the girls will be safe, we continue on our search for Parker. 

Lochlan and I clear the rest of our area, and then make our way back to the middle of the building where we all agreed to meet. We lucked out when Maverick and Syn managed to get old blueprints of this place, even luckier when those blueprints proved accurate. 

Glancing up the stairs, I find Maverick, Allistar, Syn, and Marak meeting back up in the middle. The upstairs must be clear, no Parker up there. Shouting and a few grunts draw our attention to the left side of the first floor where Pop and Dad went. The six of us race down their way but before we can even take more than a few steps several gunshots sound through the building. 

My heart stops. There’s a chance Dad or Pop used their firearms, but there’s also a chance one of the fuckers holding Parker used one of their own on my dads or even on Parker. As if the idea occurs to my brother and Maverick’s team at the same time it occurs to me, we all move at once, barreling down the hall toward my family. 
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I’m ready to accept this will be where I die. The fact I helped all those girls is worth it to me, they’ll live good lives now, hopefully full ones. Curled up in a ball, protecting my head, I’m numb to the blows coming from Randolf and Track. Shouting in the distance vaguely registers, though I’m not sure who it’s coming from. It sounds like whoever shouts is in a tunnel. The blows stop suddenly, and I peek out from under my arms, trying to figure out what stopped them. 

My vision turns fuzzy, but I can make out Jack and Collin fighting with Randolf and Track. They came for me! They found me, and they’re fighting for me. I want to cry, laugh, and hug them all at once. I want to tell them I love their sons, and I’m sorry it might hurt them. I don’t want to die without them knowing it. I want to thank them for showing me what parents are supposed to be like. I want to say and do all of these things, but all of my energy goes to keeping myself awake. Lopez draws his gun, but Collin knocks it out of his hand. The gun goes off, the bullet piercing the wall of the hallway. I gasp in relief when Dominic and Lochlan come running up to me moments later. Dominic kneels beside me, and Lochlan huddles close behind him.

Movement behind them draws my attention to Collin and Jack. I notice Lopez sneaking up on them, a second gun in his hand. I cry out for them, my voice way too soft, but they hear it. Collin realizes what’s happening before Jack. He pushes Jack away as Lopez pulls the trigger on his gun. Collin drops to the floor, and another gunshot sounds. Lochlan jerks to the side, and I know the bullet hit him. Collin, they killed Collin, and it’s my fault. He shot Lochlan. My Lochlan. Jack and Collin are the only men I ever considered father figures, and I got Collin killed. Watching him crumble on the floor and hearing Lochlan’s grunt of pain becomes too horrible; my brain won’t allow me to process what I see. Everything goes dark, and I welcome it this time. 
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The beeping in my ear needs to stop. It hurts my head more by the second. The pounding pain already present makes me nauseous, and I simply want to go back to sleep. It’s quiet and peaceful when I sleep. I’m not sure where the beep comes from, but it doesn’t sound like the white and yellow alarm clock on my nightstand. It’s rhythmic and constant like an alarm, but not as urgent. 

The more I come awake, the more pain I notice. Even my hair hurts, and I dig into my memory, trying to figure out what happened. Was there an accident? Did I get hit by a semi-truck then run over by a bus? Because I image it would feel like this. It takes a lot of effort to push past the fog in my head and will myself to wake up enough to remember why I hurt. 

As soon as the memory of Lopez, Randolf, and Track comes back to me, the beeping speeds up. I remember it all in pieces. Track at the construction site. Lopez and Randolf beating me and using me as a punching bag for their anger. The girls in the other rooms and helping them get out. Getting caught by Track and Randolf. Jack and Collin coming to help. Dominic and Lochlan. Lopez with his gun. The gunshots which killed two of my family members ring out in my memory, and I flinch, whimpering at the pain the movement causes. 

They’re gone, and it’s my fault. I got Collin and Lochlan killed. The beeping becomes relentless now, loud and fast in my ear. I don’t care that it causes me more pain; I can’t bring myself to care about anything but my family. What will my guys think of me now? I got their father and brother killed! It becomes too hard to breathe. I can’t pull enough air into my lungs, and it causes my panic to intensify. 

“Parker?” Collin’s voice floats to my ears, and I startle at the sound. He’s dead; he can’t be talking to me unless I’m dead, too. Am I dead? No, I don’t think death hurts this badly. “Parker! You need to open your eyes for me, please.” 

The demand in his voice causes my eyes to pop open, and I take in the sight of Collin. His hair is disheveled, his clothes are a wrinkled mess, and dark circles line the underside of his eyes, showing even through the black eye on the left side of his face. His lip is cut, and his arm rests in a sling. He looks terrible, but he’s alive. The knowledge causes me to sob hard. 

“Shhh,” he whispers, tapping a few buttons on his phone then tossing it aside and smoothing my hair out of my face. “It’s okay, you’re okay, kiddo. Just take some deep breaths for me, your heart is racing too fast.” 

My heart? The beep! It’s a heart monitor, I’m in a hospital. I should’ve guessed sooner, but my focus wouldn’t waiver from Collin and… “Lochlan!” I gasp, coughing when I realize how dry my throat is. “No, no, no!” I cry, shaking my head, ignoring Collin’s pleas to calm down. “I’m sorry I got you hurt. I got Lochlan killed. I’m so sorry. Lochlan, oh God.” 

“Parker,” Collin whispers in my ear. “The doctor is going to have to give you something to calm you down. Just take some deep breaths, you’re okay. Everyone is fine, please just breathe.” 

“Miss Parker, this will feel warm going in,” the doctor murmurs close to me. I open my eyes after realizing I’d closed them and find worried green ones gazing back at me as the doctor puts something in my IV. “Just rest, Parker. Deep breaths.” 

My arm warms suddenly, and it spreads through my body, making my limbs heavy and eyes tired. They close on their own, and I’m drifting off to the sound of my own whimpering and quiet sobs. The only thing going through my mind as I drift is Lochlan and what I’m going to do without him. The others will never forgive me.




~




LOCHLAN




“Will someone fucking tell me what the hell is going on right goddamn now?” I shout at Pop and Dominic who keep me pinned in bed. “This is a big pile of horse shit, and you guys know it. I’m fine, lemme up!” 

“Lochlan, lay back down right now!” Duncan comes into the room yelling at me. He seems upset, and my heart skips a beat. 

I gulp and glance from him to the rest of my brothers and family, minus Dad. It’s his turn to be with Parker. “Duncan?” I groan, terrified he came to give us bad news. 

The doctor was in here with me when a nurse came in telling him she needed him right away in Parker’s room. Duncan went with him, promising an update as soon as possible. He wasn’t gone long, and the whole time I fought my brothers and Pop to let me out of this stupid fucking hospital bed. Dad got shot, too, and they allowed him up. The fact he got shot in the shoulder and I got one in the side means he gets to be up and able to go to Parker while I’m stuck. Stupid fucking surgery and major organs. 

“Breathe, Lochlan,” Duncan mutters, plopping into a chair in the corner, completely exhausted. We all are; we haven’t slept a ton since getting here. “She woke up. She’s okay as far as I can tell. I couldn’t ask her questions because she was having a panic attack. She thought she got you killed. The doctor had to give her a sedative to calm her down. Her heart was racing too fast. She kept saying, ‘Not my Lochlan, please not him’ as she drifted off. I don’t think she even knew she was saying it. She thinks you’re dead, but we weren’t able to explain you’re fine because she was too out of her mind.” 

I sputter, not understanding him at first. Her Lochlan? She called me hers? No fucking way they heard her right. “Wait, she thought I was dead? She saw me get shot, didn’t she? Fuck!” I’m talking to myself more than Duncan at this point, but this big ass mess suddenly got worse. I don’t want her to be hurting herself over me, and it pisses me off she panicked over it. “Fuck this, Pop. Move me to her room. I’ll share a room with her. If you bastards won’t let me out of this stupid ass bed, I’m sure as shit going to find a way to be with her. Call the doctor in here.”

Talen chuckles while pushing a hand down his face and shaking his head at me. “Bossy pants,” he mumbles, getting up with Duncan and helping him ready the bed to move me. They know how dead serious I am right now. Parker got scared for me; I need to be there for her. We all need to be there for her.

It takes no time at all for my brothers to get me to Parker’s room and all set up. The doctor didn’t put up a fuss at all, mentioning their need for more rooms anyway. Declan sits beside Parker, holding her hand. Dad sits on her other side, his good arm resting on her bed. He got a hit to the shoulder, but besides the sling and a minor incision to remove the bullet, he’s fine. Pop and Dominic took a few good punches, but we all gave better than we got. A bullet nicked my lung and the doc says that’s why they’re monitoring me closely even though the surgery to repair it when they brought me in was a success. I know I’m fucking fine, but Dominic decided to go big brother on me, even though he’s younger. He said he doesn’t want me to “overdo it”. Like I’d ever fucking overdo it. He’s being a shithead. 

“Better, your highness?” Duncan asks, giving me an annoyed glance. He peeks over to Parker’s bed and perks up a bit. “Then again, this means we can keep an eye on you and Parker at the same time. This could be good.” 

“I’m full of good ideas.” I growl. “Don’t you assholes know that by now?”

“You’re full of somethin’,” Austyn grumbles, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall. 

Pop barks out a laugh at Austyn’s joke, but quickly recovers. “Okay children, let’s allow my future daughter-in-law to get some quiet rest. That’s the whole reason we only had one person in here at a time to begin with. Lochlan, you need to rest also. You’re going to end up on high blood pressure medication at this rate. You two are both recovering from major surgery.” 

Glaring at him, I flop back on the bed and my eyes go to Parker. She’s still pale, though not as bad as the last time I got to visit her. I’m allowed to walk to her room and back a few times per day, doctor’s orders. Parker got hurt far worse than me. She required surgery to control some internal bleeding and they needed to remove her spleen since it got too damaged. Until today, she hadn’t woken up, but the doc said it was simply her body’s way of healing and protecting itself. 

It nearly broke me to see her when I woke up the first time. The guys brought me to visit her to shut me up and calm me down. She looked badly broken. Every part of her covered with bruises and cuts. Her poor wrists and ankles rubbed raw from the fucking rope they tied her with. Her ribs had been cracked, her left leg broken in two places. At first, they worried about the head trauma she’d received, but after some tests it seemed promising she’d make a full recovery. She only needed to wake up, which she did now. 

I hate the idea of her panicking over me, but it got me wondering if she really does see me as hers. I know I see her as mine, but I figured I would always do it from a distance. I’m not nearly good enough for this perfect girl. Fuck, she’s too good for all of us. Instead of finding her way out of that hellhole, she saved over a dozen girls from being sold to whatever sick and twisted pervert decided they’d make a good pet. I never believed she’d care for me the way I care for her. I figured she’d pick one of my younger brothers. She’s incredibly young, and she doesn’t deserve someone with a job like mine. I’ll be Goddamned if I let her go now, though. If this ordeal taught me anything at all, it’s that shit happens no matter what kind of job a person has. Parker being taken had nothing to do with my line of work and everything to do with horrible circumstances.

Mom got Parker checked by one of the female doctors while she stayed in the room. Thank fuck she wasn’t hurt in such a way. The girl doc said everything looked okay, and she had no trauma there. A few of the other girls we got out of there weren’t as lucky. They’re going to need a lot of help to get their lives back and stop fearing every man who comes near them. 

One of those girls is a little firecracker. She was terrified of us all, but she stood her ground when the guys tried to go around the other girls to help them. It took her a while to allow any guys into her hospital room. We don’t know a lot about her background or what happened to her, though. Maverick’s SWAT team took over watch on her. We aren’t sure why his team became invested in this one slip of a girl, but I’d bet money it’s the fire she has hidden under her fear. All we want for the girls is for them to get on their feet and find their place in life and in the families meant for them. The bureau will see to it. We aren’t too worried about it. 

“How’s our girl?” Mom whispers, startling me. Half the guys fell asleep and the other half became lost in their own heads. The room stayed silent for hours making even her whisper seem loud. 

Pop sits up straighter and nods a greeting to Mom, Maverick, and Greyson as they come into the room. “She woke up a few hours ago, though she was in a panic. The doctor gave her some medications to calm her down, so we’re just waiting for her to wake again.” 

“Was she panicked over what happened?” Mom asks sympathetically. “Poor girl went through hell.”

“Actually,” Dad pipes up from his position beside Parker, “She panicked because she thought Lochlan was killed. She couldn’t calm down enough for us to explain he made it out fine. But she woke up, so that’s a good sign.” 

“Mom,” I whisper, not wanting the guys to overhear our conversation. She comes over to me as Maverick catches the guys up on the status of the other girls. “I wanted to ask you something.”

“Oh, sweetie,” she sighs, patting my arm, “You know you can ask me anything. Stop stressing so much though, I want you resting and getting better and your fathers told me you’ve been going crazy.” 

Shaking my head, I glance over to the sleeping girl in the bed next to mine. “I won’t live without her, Mom. Humiliation or not, I want to try this thing the guys suggested. I know I told the guys we could tell her about our idea, but shit sorta hit the fan, and we’re all kind of distracted. I need to be able to tell her, soon. I didn’t actually think she’d agree to it, so I didn’t put much hope into it until now.” 

Mom giggles and shakes her head in exasperation. “For being so observant, you have a hard time seeing what’s right in front of you. I suppose we can all talk about this soon.” 

“What do you—” A tiny gasp cuts me off mid-sentence and my head snaps in the direction of Parker. Her brow scrunches up in pain, and her eyes squeeze tight. She’s hurting, and I can’t handle it. I jump out of the bed, ignoring my brothers’ and parents’ hushed protests. 

“Wake up, babe,” I whisper, sitting on the bed next to her. “I need to see those pretty eyes.” 

“Loch—” She begins to whisper, cutting off with a whine. Tears fall from her closed eyes, and my heart shatters. “No, my Lochlan. I’m so sorry, I’m sorry.” 

She continues to whimper, half asleep with tears leaking from her eyes. I can’t handle it, and I gently scoop her into my arms, rocking her back and forth. I don’t take her full weight, knowing it would be a stupid move on my part, for the both of us. Instead I lay her half on my lap and lean into her enabling me to hold her tightly. 

“You’re breaking my heart, babe,” I whisper in her ear, choking back the tears wanting to come out. “Please wake up, I’m here. I’m alive, and I can’t stand seeing you like this. You need to open your eyes and look at me.” 

She quiets down after a while, and for a minute, I assume she’s fallen back to sleep. Until she scares the absolute fuck out of me by shouting. “Lochlan! You’re alive!” 

I jump and glare at her. “Fuck, babe.” I chuckle, hugging her close to me again. “Yeah, I’m alive. I’m fucking fine and so are you. Everyone is good.” 

“I thought you…” She sobs out, her eyes shining with disbelief. “You’re okay?” 

I nod, opening my mouth to tell her I’m completely fine and she better stop crying or I’m going to be pissed. I don’t get to say anything, though. Instead her lips touch mine, and I’m completely lost. She kisses me hard and deep then continues to press smaller kisses to my lips, cheeks, forehead, and all over my face. I’m shocked as shit she kissed me, and I have no time to react to her before she pulls back, smiling softly at me. “You’re okay,” she whispers, wrapping her arms around me. She repeats herself over and over again. “You’re here, you’re okay.” 

“Babe,” I sigh, wrapping my arms around her again, “I’m not going anywhere.” 

“I got some good bruises!” Dominic grumbles. “Where’s my kiss?” 

I grin at him, as do our other brothers and parents. But our grins fade when Parker tenses in my arms and gasps. “Oh god, what did I do?”

“Parker?” Duncan steps forward, kneeling beside us. “What’s wrong, love?” 

“Please don’t hate me,” she cries, her tears beginning all over again. “I can’t help it, I tried. I tried not to love you all, I swear I did. I know how horrible it makes me, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I can’t stop myself, though. My heart won’t listen to logic, please don’t hate me.” 

She begs me and my brothers with her eyes and her words to understand and not run from her. 

“This is a horrible time to talk, but it seems to be necessary.” Dad sighs, rubbing his forehead as Mom practically jumps for joy. “Are you okay to have a chat with us, Parker?” Collin asks.

Maverick quietly slips from the room without a word and I’m grateful. This conversation is personal. 

Parker sniffles and her body shakes with nerves. She gives a brave nod, and I fall for her a little bit more. I kiss her forehead and smile widely at her. “Deep breaths, babe. I think this talk will be a good surprise for you.”
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The room clears out under Maggie’s orders. Austyn pauses, leaning down to hug me. “No matter what happens, no matter what you and my brothers decide, we will always be best friends. I will always love you, and you will always be my family.” 

Austyn causes my waterworks to begin, and Talen comes to me soon after. He appears unbelievably tired, and I wanted to pull him into the bed with me and make him sleep. “Parker, you belong with me and my brothers. It’s not a traditional relationship, but we aren’t a traditional family. Give me a chance to show you how much I love you, how much my brothers love you.” He doesn’t wait for a response. He kisses my forehead and leaves the room. I want to tell him I’ll give him anything he wants as long as he lets me. 

Dominic strolls into the room after Talen disappears. He takes my hand, kissing the back gently. “You are stuck with us, Muñeca. I can’t let you go and neither can my brothers. We all love you too much and we will fight for what we love. We will do what we have to do to make this work.” 

Opening my mouth to tell him I love him back, he stops me with a kiss. “Don’t say anything yet. Just let us get out what we have to say first. Okay?”

At my nod he kisses me once more before leaving the room.

Duncan sighs happily as he walks into the room. He doesn’t even let the door close before he starts talking. “Love, you have to agree to this. There isn’t anyone else as sweet as you are. You fit perfectly in our family.” His eyes drift to my mouth and back to my eyes. “Just imagine how perfect and amazing we could be, just give us a chance. I love you too much to let you go.” 

I respect Dominic’s wishes, keeping my thoughts to myself after Duncan finishes talking. I don’t keep my kisses or my tears to myself, though. Duncan kisses away a few tears from my cheeks before leaving. 

“Parker.” Declan rushes to my side, swiping my tears away. “Are you okay, sweetheart?” He waits for me to nod and give him a small smile before he talks. “I hope those are good tears. I hope you can give us all a chance to prove to you that you belong with us. For a long time, I thought my brothers were all I needed. It took meeting you to realize that you are our missing link. You fit perfectly with us. We aren’t asking you to give us this chance lightly. We know it’s a big decision for you just like it was for all of us. But I can’t just let go of someone I love, I can’t let go of you. So I’m asking for a chance, for myself and my brothers.” Declan presses his lips to mine quickly before exiting the room.

Lochlan gets pushed into the room in his wheelchair, as he isn’t allowed to get up unless it’s for one of his supervised walks with a nurse. “Did those fuckers make you cry again? I’ll kick their asses later. Fuckin’ hell, babe.” Lochlan sighs, sagging into his chair. He’s quiet for a long time, and when he speaks again, his tone becomes softer than I’ve ever heard it. “You really love me, you said so. You want me. How the fuck did that even happen? I was so close to telling them I didn’t want to give this relationship a shot. I was so fucking sure I would just humiliate myself by telling you how completely in love with you I am. I didn’t want you to laugh in my face, or worse, give me those pity eyes I expected. You know the ones that guys get when they’re about to be thrown into the friend zone? I’m a lot older than you, and I have a job that isn’t easy to handle. Then you kissed me and told me you loved me and my world fucking exploded. I’m never letting you go now. So you have to agree to give this a try because I won’t let you say no. It’s not an option, got it?” After kissing me hard, he wheels himself out of the room, but I hear his last whispered plea before he leaves. “Please don’t say no.”

The last people to come in are Jack, Collin, and Maggie. They find me in a big sobbing pile on my hospital bed. Jack and Collin hang back at the door while Maggie holds me and tells me she understands. 

“It’ll take time, honey.” She smoothes my hair from my face and then pulls me back into her embrace. “It’s not easy, but no relationship is. You have to split your time with them, you have to love them equally. There will be fighting and issues. But if you love them enough and they love you enough, you’ll get through it and it’ll be amazing. I never thought it would work with Jack and Collin, but I couldn’t let them go. I’m so glad I didn’t let them go.” 

“I want to try, but it’s just so much to take in,” I admit with a sniffle. “I don’t want to lose them. I just don’t know how this could work.”

“Think on it, Parker,” Collin suggests from his position by the door. “Don’t rush into anything and don’t feel pressured.” 

Jack nods his agreement with Collin. “Just give yourself time to decide and follow your heart.”
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Lopez ended up being the same doctor who tried to take me from the hospital when I was younger. I remembered after they showed an old picture of him. His appearance changed a lot, but the picture was probably taken around the time he tried to kidnap me because he looked exactly the same in it. 

The guys explained they were working on busting up the sick business Lopez and Randolf ran, but they had no idea Track had been involved. According to Dominic, they never would have let me out of their sight if they’d made the connection. I know why they told me; they want me to trust them and understand what I would be getting into if I say yes to their proposal. They work to stop some horrible people on a daily basis. Lochlan seems the most worried about my reaction to the dangers of his and Dominic’s job.

It isn’t like they want me to marry them; they simply want to try an unconventional relationship. Me and all five of my guys. Isn’t this what I want? I didn’t want to hurt any of them, but I couldn’t make a choice of only one of them either. It’s the best solution if I want to stay with them all. There’s no way I could ever think of the five of them as friends again. They are far more than friends. I’m in love with them all. 

I still don’t understand how this could truly work, though. Maggie married Jack and Collin, and the three of them are happy. But there’s only three of them. I’d be getting into a relationship with five men. They will fight and get jealous, and I’ll be forced to pick. I can’t pick. I know it would tear them apart as badly as it would tear me apart. 

Their confessions happened four days ago. Four days the guys have been weary and worried every time they come into the room. Four days of hardly a word said, probably because they didn’t know what to say to me. Four days of the space and time I requested to mull things over. Four days of torture. I need them, and I can’t wait any longer to tell them. 

I know they started a meeting with Maverick to get updates about the girls and find out if the FBI will put them or Maverick’s team on probation for not allowing any of the men involved to live. Jack assured me it was a formality, and they were already promised immunity. Their bosses also thanked them for what they’d done. They asked to borrow a conference room in the hospital, not wanting to leave me alone, for which I’m grateful. Maggie kept Greyson at home, but everyone else managed to sneak into their meeting. I find it humorous neither Austyn, Talen, Declan, nor Duncan work with the FBI, but every agent I’ve met treats them as if they do. 

Using the chair next to my bed, I push myself up to a standing position. I wobble a bit, as I do every time I’m allowed to stand, but I’m able to get my balance. It takes longer than I would like, but I manage to shuffle my way to the end of the hall and knock on the conference door Declan mentioned they’d be in. The forty feet from my hospital room to the conference room has me panting like I ran forty blocks. 

The door swings open, and I nearly fall onto Dominic. His eyes bug out as he catches me around the waist, scooping me off my feet and cradling me in his arms. “What in the world are you doing, Muñeca?” He carries me into the room and sits down with me on his lap. 

“I needed to talk to you all,” I breathe out, trying to pull in air. The walk was longer than I expected, and I get frustrated it took me such a large amount of energy. 

Collin must notice my annoyance because he chuckles and his eyes twinkle while he watches me. “It’s just part of the recovery, kiddo. You’ll get stronger every day. You’re supposed to follow your doctor’s orders. That walk done alone was a big no-no, don’t make me set up a guard in your room.” 

“That’s not a bad idea,” Duncan muses thoughtfully. 

I point at him and give him my best glare. “Not a chance, buddy.” 

Talen and Austyn laugh loudly, and Declan points to Duncan saying, “Ha ha,” in a teasing manner. Duncan huffs and crosses his arms, a pout forming on his perfect lips. I glance away quickly, refusing to be distracted, and my eyes get caught on Jack’s. 

“What did you need to come talk to us about, Parker?” Jack asks, completely emotionless. If I didn’t know Jack, I might be offended. I’ve learned this is how he handles tense situations. It must come with the job because Dominic does the same thing sometimes.

With one more deep breath, I dive right in. “I can’t stay away from you all anymore. I don’t want more time to think. Being away from you, the distance you’ve put there, even though I asked for it, is hurting me. I want to try this relationship. I want to give us all a chance. I love you all, and I can’t handle being at a distance like this. So if you all still want me, I still want you.” 

“I don’t think she’s talking to us.” Maverick grins, stepping to the side with his team. Jack, Austyn, and Collin follow them. I blush when I realize Maverick’s team is still in the room. I didn’t even pay them any mind.

A deafening silence lasts for all of three seconds before everyone suddenly talks at once. I’m passed around, hugged, kissed, and cuddled for what seems like hours. I don’t mind at all, it feels right and like I finally belong. I finally found my family. 
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The month I spent in the hospital after I woke up was horrible. I wanted nothing more than to go home and get back to normal. The doctor wanted to make sure he didn’t miss anything, meaning they performed test after test and gave me check-ups over and over. I’m pretty sure Jack and Collin’s urgings didn’t help. I couldn’t complain too badly, since I got to spend a lot of time with all my guys. 

Talen snooped around and found a big hospital bed enabling at least one of the guys to stay with me in the bed every night. Of course, nothing happened beyond kisses, but I was glad I didn’t need to sleep alone. Lochlan and Dominic tried to stay in the bed with me together one night. The incident turned into a humorous situation really fast. I felt like the cream in an Oreo. I was incredibly squished, but it didn’t last long. The second Dominic shifted, Lochlan fell onto the floor, landing on his butt. I tried not to laugh; I really did. But the shocked expression on his face was too funny. 

After growling at me, Lochlan effectively stopped my laughter. It was the first time one of the guys kissed me in front of the others after the conference room confession. As soon as Lochlan broke the kiss, my eyes darted to Dominic. I was terrified of what he would do or say, but he was too busy chuckling at Lochlan. He didn’t even react to the kiss, and I melted back into the bed with relief. 

Afterward, there were multiple times the guys showed affection in front of the others and there have been a few hiccups, a few hurt feelings and glares sent around. But we always talk about it. It was my one rule I put into place right away. If anyone’s hurting or upset, we talk. A lot of worries came to light in the month I was stuck at the hospital. 

The main fear voiced by all the guys was that I would decide I didn’t want them. I told them they were being crazy; I would always want them. They didn’t believe me right away, but it’s clearly sinking in. All my guys voiced one big worry or another and none of them ended up unfixable. 

“Starshine!” Austyn bellows, stomping his way toward the backyard where I’m lying in the lounge chair, enjoying my freedom to be outside. 

I grin and glance toward Duncan who lies back in the chair next to mine. He rolls his eyes and puts on his sunglasses. “Whatever it is, tell him no.” 

Giggling, I turn back to the door in time to find Austyn stomping outside. “You need to get dressed, we have shit to do.”

“We do?” My eyebrows lift in confusion. “I don’t remember having plans. Declan said I’m not allowed to do anything crazy, and Lochlan said I’m not allowed to leave the house ever again.” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Austyn waves off his brothers’ concerns. “They don’t know shit. They’re just overprotective. I’ll be with you the whole time, we have a date. You owe me.”

I scrunch my forehead, trying to remember what in the world he’s talking about. We don’t have a date planned that I know of. All the guys said they snuck in dates with me for my birthday gifts, meaning technically we all got our first dates. Well, except Duncan and our camping trip. Lochlan needs to teach me to shoot still. He’s more determined than ever.

“I’m taking you to our special place.” Austyn chuckles. 

“The spa!” I shout, stumbling to my feet. “We were going to the spa together.” 

Austyn grins triumphantly and nods. “Damn right we are!” On our first visit, he promised me we’d go back soon, and he’s keeping his promise.

“Wait a minute!” Duncan protests, hopping to his feet and shooting around my chair to stand in front of us. “We never got our camping date. I want my camping date.” 

“Isn’t that something that needs planning ahead of time?” I ask, remembering our plan the day I was taken. “Can we restart the plans for it?” 

Duncan gives me a cheesy grin. “Well, if you insist, I’ll make a call. Go get all pampered and stuff. I’ll see you soon.” He gives me a quick kiss, pulls out his phone, and heads into the house. 

“Come on, Starshine.” Austyn whines, shifting from foot to foot with little patience. “We need to go relax on our date!” 

Four hours later, I’ve never been prettier and more relaxed. “That guy was good at the massaging thing,” I admit, melting into Dominic as Austyn and I sit down on the couch after arriving home. 

“What guy?” Talen asks, popping his head up. “A guy gave you a massage?”

I giggle and shake my head, exasperated. Austyn saves me from explaining. “He bats for my team, bro. Calm down.”

“Oh.” Talen blushes, though his shoulders relax. “Okay, then. Wait, were you naked? Can I come with next time? Just to observe, of course.”

Duncan smacks him upside the head. “Don’t be a perv.” 

Talen pouts and I giggle. 

“Austyn got his number,” I admit, winking at my best friend. 

His eyes grow into saucers and he glares at me. “Snitch!” 

“We need to meet him if you’re going out with him,” Dominic murmurs distractedly as Talen turns the television to a sporting event. 

Austyn sinks into his seat, giving me a death glare and muttering to himself about overprotective annoying brothers.

We have a bit of time before we eat, allowing us to cuddle on the couch. Duncan takes my feet in his lap, inspecting my painted toes. Talen sits on the other side of Austyn, watching some sports game. Lochlan met us at the door to inform us dinner would be ready soon. He growled about the fact I left the house, but my only response was a kiss that caused him to walk away with a goofy grin. Maggie helps Lochlan in the kitchen and Declan convinces Jack and Collin he needs to go to the bakery down the road and pick out dessert. Of course, Greyson wanted to tag along.

“Hello?” Dominic answering his phone draws our attention and we all quiet down to allow him to talk. “Hey Maverick! How’s your tea—” Maverick cuts off whatever Dominic planned to say. 

He listens, his eyes growing wider with each passing word from Maverick. By the time Maverick finishes talking Dominic turns bright red and bites his lip hard to keep his laughter in. “Uh.” He coughs. Clearing his throat he tries again. “Okay, let’s just meet up and talk about this. How about Friday? You and your guys can come over for lunch or something.”

Dominic pauses for Maverick’s response, then nods and tells Maverick he will see them on Friday. As soon as he hangs up the guys jump all over him with questions. “It was Maverick. He and his guys have a bit of a… They have an issue, and they need some help.” 

Dominic doesn’t say anything more, and I assume it’s a work thing. I sink back into Dominic’s side, savoring my time with my guys. While at the spa earlier Austyn told me I should expect them to ask me to move into a house with them soon. I admitted to him I wouldn’t say no if they asked.

The guys and I have our moments. We aren’t in the perfect relationship, but nothing in life is perfect. The only thing that matters to me now is I have all my guys safely with me and we’re happy. The rest will come with time and I can’t wait to find out what the future brings for the six of us. 
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Somewhere to Belong: White Dove Book 1

By Maya William




When one fateful accident ruins Samantha's dreams of dancing in Barcelona, she finds herself kicked out of the only home she's known for the last twelve years and sent back to live with her family. But her return comes with a devastating shock when she's faced with hatred from her siblings and the discovery they've kept more than one secret from her.

Now, surrounded by a house of strangers, Samantha must learn to stand up for herself or risk being shipped off to another boarding school even farther away. With her dreams of a career in ballet on the line, Samantha is forced to fight the odds and dig out a place for herself among her new housemates and the secret world they live in.
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Sweet, Sweet Savannah: Still Water Pub Book 1

By HL Nighbor




Savannah Rae Preston finally has her life back on track after it takes a turn in an unplanned direction. The day she accepts the job at the Still Water Pub, her newly organized and controlled life gets complicated.

One wild night almost two years ago, changed Savannah Rae’s life in ways she could never imagine. She was living in the moment when she had her weekend fling with three totally alpha Navy Seals. It was completely out of character but she never figured she would see Bas, Austin and Finn again.

What happens when Savannah Rae finds out that the silent owners of the Still Water Pub are the three men from that one weekend two years ago? Can she accept that Bas, Austin and Finn want a relationship with her – all of them together? Will the guys forgive her for the secret she has been hiding since their steamy fling?

Savannah Rae can’t deny that the attraction is still strong but there are two problems – what the trio is proposing is unconventional and there is Mac.
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Savor Life: Entangled Hearts Book 1

By TB Mann




After losing her newborn daughter and nearly losing her own life, Aria’s marriage disintegrated, and she became a virtual recluse, much to the concern of her friends. Talking her into a ten day vacation on the island of Antigua, they hope she will develop a new lease on life.

Chad, Doug, and Jason have each suffered losses in their lives. Former best friends who grew apart after high school, life brought them back together to lick their wounds. A ten day boys vacation to Antigua is just what the doctor ordered.

A chance encounter and a medical emergency bring Aria, Chad, Doug, and Jason together while on vacation. They say that island air is magic. That love is in the air. Can it work on the four of them, or are they bound to suffer even more?
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Literary Yours: A Southern Soil Book 1

By L.A. Boruff




Every young girl dreams of being a princess. In the midst of a legal battle for control of her family’s publishing company, Ellie has been dubbed “The Publishing Princess,” but she only wants to get through school and run her company. She has her best friend, but needs a Prince Charming to save her from her step family’s evil clutches. What if more than one Prince Charming is prepared for the job? Can Ellie save her company and choose between three suitors, each more alluring than the next? Or will Ellie have to choose at all?
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