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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book is told in two parts and is written from dual POV. Part I focuses on juvie where Ryder and Zeta first meet because I felt it was important to show their backstory and illustrate the depth of the connection between them. They are seventeen/eighteen in this part, which takes up the first third of the book. Part II skips forward eight years when Ryder is now a famous rock star and Zeta is the girl he left behind with a broken heart.

      

        

      
        This book deals with some heavy subject matter including mental health illness (depression, anxiety, PTSD) suicide, sexual assault, child abuse, loss of a child, violence, and addiction. If any of those are triggers for you, I suggest you don’t read this book. Please refer to the content warning list on my website for a full list of triggers: www.siobhandavis.com/triggers  

      

        

      
        The prologue of this book is especially harrowing so please be warned. While I’ve tried to depict the scene in a way that’s not too graphic, my beta readers have said it’s “brutal but powerful.” This scene is important because it helps us understand Ryder and it gives us an insight into the demons he battles within himself. However, if it upsets you too much you can skip it and move straight to Chapter 1. While the prologue is written in third person past tense, the rest of the book is written in first person present tense, as is my usual style of writing.

      

        

      
        This book is emotional, raw, and angsty, but there are also lighter moments interspersed with humor and drama and there are plenty of romantic/sexy times too!

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoy it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The little boy cried for his mommy, his sobs growing more frantic when Ren shouted at him to stop. “Quit acting like a pussy,” Ren snarled, landing another blow to the kid’s gut with his booted foot.

      “I want my mommy!”

      The boy’s anguished plea penetrated Jack’s soul, and he couldn’t stand idly by any longer. “Just let him go, Ren.” Jack looked up at the older boy, their self-appointed leader, trying to mask the fear from his bruised and bloodied face.

      Ren stopped his assault on the four-year-old long enough to stalk toward Jack, grabbing him roughly around the neck. “You dare to question me again?” he spit out, eyes shooting daggers into Jack’s terrified gaze.

      Jack should let it go, but he had to try one last time. “He’s only a kid. He won’t tell anyone. You don’t have to do this. Please.”

      Ren shoved Jack into the hard, exposed stone wall at his back, tightening the grip on his neck as the partition rattled uneasily. Plumes of dust surrounded them as the wall ejected bits of loose stone. “That sniveling brat will run straight to his mommy”—he mocked the kid by using the same whiny tone—“and tell her everything. You want to go to juvie? You know what they do to pretty boys like you in there?” His mouth curved into a sneer. “They’ll ride your fucking ass so hard you’ll forget you ever liked pussy.”

      “Stay the fuck down!” Vincent roared, lashing out at the crying boy as he tried climbing to his feet. The boy slammed to the floor on his back with his leg tilted at an awkward angle underneath him. Piercing screams soared to the rafters of the derelict warehouse at the abandoned airfield the gang used as their base. “There’s no point crying, kid,” Johnny taunted, pressing his foot down on the boy’s broken leg, smiling maliciously as his screams grew more pronounced and the smell of urine trickled into the air.

      Jack’s lungs constricted along with his oxygen supply as Ren kept a tight grip on his neck. “This is going down. You’re either with us or you’re not.” Ren drilled him with a dark look that sent chills tiptoeing up Jack’s spine. He understood the threat, and he knew there was nothing more he could do.

      Ren didn’t misjudge people, but he wondered, in that moment, if he’d made a mistake bending his rules and letting the younger boy join the brotherhood.

      Jack’s soul splintered behind his ribcage as he nodded at Ren, making the only decision he could. Ren let him go, and Jack slumped to the ground, panting and rubbing his sore neck as he desperately sucked air into his needy lungs. Ren redirected his attention, turning around as the little nuisance screamed louder, but there was no one to hear him out here.

      Crying was pointless.

      There was no one coming to his aid.

      Jack scrambled to his feet, locking eyes with Vincent. He too was standing back, watching as the other members of their pack surrounded the helpless little boy, attacking him with their fists and their feet, landing blow after blow, kick after kick, until the boy’s strangled cries turned to whimpers and eventually died out.

      The older teens kept kicking even as the little body at their feet stopped writhing.

      Even as his tiny chest stopped moving.

      Eventually they stopped, and silence descended as all eyes swiveled to Ren, awaiting instruction.

      Pain lanced through Jack’s chest, and Vincent averted his gaze in an attempt to hide his grief. When he lifted his chin up again, there was no trace of emotion on Vincent’s face. There couldn’t be. If Ren detected any weakness, he’d be as dead as that poor kid on the ground.

      Talk about wrong place, wrong time.

      Vincent kicked at debris on the filthy floor, and Jack swallowed the bile swimming up his throat while they both watched Ren prod the lifeless little boy with his foot.

      “Fucking A.” Johnny threw back his head, letting loose an animalistic howl as the rest of the gang joined in, howling and fist pumping the air like his death was something to celebrate. Jack, Vincent, and Ren were the only quiet ones.

      Ren bent down, picked up the boy’s limp wrist, and pressed his thumb to the place where his pulse should beat steadily. For a split second, he dropped his head and then he stood, grinning from ear to ear. “Take the body outside and bury it.” He sent a pointed look at Johnny, his loyal number two. With a jerk of his head he motioned everyone else over to the other side of the warehouse.

      Jack kept his head down as he trudged after the group of boys’ he once hoped would become the family he never had, fighting tears the entire time. Vincent slanted a warning look in his direction, shoving his hands in his pockets and keeping step with him.

      Ren stopped, and everyone waited for him to speak. His gaze traveled among his crew. “No one speaks of this. Ever. You take this to the grave.” His eyes locked on Jack before switching to Vincent. Ren never missed anything, so it wasn’t surprising that he’d picked up on Vincent’s disquiet either. A shiver worked its way through Vincent’s body, and he finally understood the meaning of real fear. “Understood?” Ren demanded.

      The message was clear.

      Talk and they’d be the last words you ever said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART I

          

          JUVIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A few years later

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          RYDER

        

      

    

    
      “Fresh pussy alert,” Lopez hisses under his breath as we stand with our hands behind our backs, heads bowed, facing the whitewashed wall. It’s the same drill every morning before school. I keep my eyes trained on the wall, ignoring the douche’s bait. Wright and Kelly don’t have the same smarts though. Idiots jerk their head around, instantly garnering the attention of Watson, the correctional officer on duty today. He’s my least favorite of the bunch. Dude hates me with a passion unrivaled, and he never misses an opportunity to tell me.

      And it’s not because he knows about my past. As far as he’s concerned, I’m Ryder Stone, and I’m guilty of the crimes recorded on the fake file that accompanied me when I arrived at the Orange County Juvenile Hall. If he knew my real identity, he’d probably kill me with his bare hands.

      My records are officially sealed for a reason.

      To protect me from retaliation.

      And to close a door on one of the most shocking crimes the world has ever known.

      Lots of people have a vested interest in forgetting what happened in the abandoned airfield that day.

      I wish I could so easily wash my hands of it, but it stays with me constantly, lingering on my skin like a nasty rash that refuses to go away, worming its way into my consciousness like a terminal infection I’ll never shake.

      Not until it’s claimed me.

      Devoured me from the inside, destroying all evidence of the person I used to think I was.

      Some days, I silently beg to forget. Pleading with a deity I no longer believe in, begging an imaginary God to take the pain away. Other days, I wish for a lobotomy or for someone to scrub my brain out with bleach so I don’t remember.

      But most days, I hope I never forget.

      Because I deserve to live with this pain.

      I allowed it to happen, and it’s only right I should be punished every day for the rest of my life.

      My stomach sours, and I squeeze my eyes shut as the memories, predictably, return to haunt me. His face flashes behind my retinas, and a painful lump wedges in my throat.

      Watson barks at my fellow inmates, and it helps to drag me from the torturous slideshow playing in my mind. I forcibly toss those thoughts aside, tuning Watson out as he rips Wright and Kelly a new one for daring to look at the new girl being escorted inside.

      While they have separate boys and girls units in the facility, female offenders convicted of more serious, violent crimes are housed with us in what is deemed to be a coed unit. Crazy stupid idea if you ask me. Although we don’t sleep in the same pod as the four other girls presently locked up with us, we interact with them as normal during the day. They attend school with us, eat meals with us, and share the coed common areas with us.

      Recipe for disaster.

      Lopez is already banging Valeria, a hard-ass Latino girl, in here for gang-related crimes, so he has no business eyeing up the new girl, but that won’t stop him. He thinks his shit doesn’t stink and that he can do anything and get away with it. But he’s a fucking asshole with a superiority complex and a brain the size of a peanut. He’ll get what’s coming to him. I’ve been locked up long enough to know there isn’t much you can do without someone around here eventually finding out.

      Watson, expectedly, pulls Wright and Kelly out of the line when his colleague Price appears, and we shuffle forward in single file behind the other officer while the guys are taken back inside to receive their punishment. That’s probably earned them a couple hours in solitary. Not that those idiots will mind. Most of the guys in here put zero to no effort into their schoolwork. They don’t give a fuck about getting their GED or educating themselves, but I do.

      Having some kind of purpose and an expected daily routine is the only way I keep sane. The only way I avoid the drugs, sex, and fights that are far too commonplace in here.

      Squinting up at the scorching hot sun as we walk toward the school wing, I relish the warmth beating down on my skin. Apart from the hour a day we are permitted outside for physical activity, traveling to and from the school building is the only other chance I get to feel the air on my face. For me, having spent a significant portion of my earlier life freely wandering around outside, that’s one of the hardest things about being incarcerated. But I try not to complain.

      At least I’m still alive.

      I shut my train of thought down before it derails me again. It’s bad enough that my nights are plagued with vicious memories and flashbacks. During the day, I try to focus on getting through my routine without thinking about that day. Without thinking about him.

      Morning classes fly by, and I’m ravenous as we’re led in single file to the cafeteria for lunch. “Fucking tuna cakes again,” Young grumbles as we line up to be served.

      “You say this every fucking week,” I reply, shaking my head. “You know the routine by now.” I hate the shitty food as much as he does, but there’s a certain comfort in familiarity.

      “Would it fucking kill them to mix it up a little? I’ll be having nightmares about tuna cakes for years after I get out of this hellhole.”

      “If that’s all you’re having nightmares about, you’re good, trust me.” I give the server a tight smile as she slaps two tuna cakes, a dollop of gray mashed potatoes, spoonful of carrots, and a serving of limp salad and dressing on a plate and hands it to me. I nod my thanks as I grab an apple and carton of milk from the next station before heading over to our table.

      Lopez is already mouthing off about the new girl as I sit down. His voice seriously hurts my brain, but I put up with his shit because it’s always better to keep the nutjobs close. Let him think I respect him if it keeps me on the right side. I’ve kept my nose relatively clean in here, and now that I’m on the home stretch, I intend to keep it that way.

      Young is still complaining as he flops into the seat beside me, and my lips twitch, fighting a smile.

      “Check out the rack on the new girl,” Lopez tells Torres at the top of his voice, almost like he wants Valeria to hear him. I wouldn’t put it past Lopez to deliberately wind his current fuck buddy up in the hope she starts something with the new girl. It’s his usual M.O. Not that Valeria will need much encouragement I think as I look in the direction Lopez is pointing.

      Damn. She’s pretty.

      Her long, dark hair tumbles over her shoulders as she leans forward, picking at her bland tuna cake with slim fingers. She pops a piece in her mouth, her face pulling into a grimace.

      “See.” Young nudges me in the ribs. “I’m not the only one who fucking hates fucking tuna.”

      “Everyone hates fucking tuna, but if you want to live, you eat what they give you. Simple. Get over it.”

      Young is my best buddy in here, but even he gets on my nerves sometimes. Hard not to when we spend so much time together. The two of us are the only ones in our crew with level four privileges, which means we have two and a half hours of free time each day and four hours of recreational time on weekends. That’s a lot of time listening to my younger buddy complain about the food.

      I haven’t taken my eyes off the new girl. She’s forcing the tuna down, grimacing the entire time, and I can’t contain my grin. The food is fucking awful in here, but you need to just grin and bear it. It looks like she’s already learned that lesson. “Even the new girl gets it, and she’s only been here a couple hours.” I push Young’s plate at him. “Eat.”

      He flips me the bird, but he stops bitching and starts eating, and I’ll take that as a win.

      Young’s like the little brother I never had, and I like looking out for him. Gives me something to do and helps me stop feeling like a worthless piece of shit, if only for short bursts of time.

      The new girl is sitting at a table all by herself, but she doesn’t seem phased by it. I watch her eyes subtly taking in her surroundings. She chews slowly as she discreetly scans the cafeteria. Valeria and her gang of bitches are sitting at the table in front of us, eyeing her warily. If she’s aware, she’s not letting on.

      Officer Powell, the only female officer in the coed unit and one of the few to treat us with any shred of respect, steps up to the newbie, her mouth moving slowly as she speaks with her. The new girl stands, and I’m betting she feels every set of eyeballs glued to her banging body. Every person in this room is staring at her, and I want to stand up and scream at them all to leave her the fuck alone. It’s the same every time a newbie arrives; although, looking at this girl, I have a feeling the spotlight will be on her for some time.

      I was wrong before. She’s not just pretty. She’s fucking beautiful. She’s tall with legs that seem to stretch on forever, and she holds herself with a confidence that’s sexy as hell. With her dark hair, big eyes, high cheekbones, and plump lips, she’s the most stunning creature I’ve ever seen. I can’t tell her age, because she most likely looks older than she is. All I know is she’s under eighteen because otherwise she wouldn’t be here.

      Granted, I have minimal real-world experience with girls to be in any position to make such a sweeping statement, but she’s hotter than those actresses I see on TV shows. The ones I usually imagine I’m fucking when I’m jerking off. Even in the shapeless white polo and too-big navy shorts uniform she’s wearing, I can tell she’s got a knockout figure. I hate to agree with anything Lopez says, but she’s sporting an awesome rack that already has every male drooling.

      I hope, for her sake, that she’s got a pair of matching-sized lady balls.

      Because she’s going to need them if she wants to survive around here.
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        * * *

      

      I have my first close encounter with the new girl later that day. It’s our obligatory outdoor activity time, and we’re all outside, sweltering under the intense late afternoon heat.

      “Fuck, even my balls are sweating,” Torres exclaims, and Sofia rolls her eyes.

      “Keep that fucking shit to yourself,” Valeria spews, scowling as she scans the yard before rolling the end of her polo shirt up.

      “Take it off, baby,” Lopez encourages as his wingmen instantly reposition themselves so they’re blocking his girl from view. Watson is too busy eyeing the new girl as she jogs around the yard to even glance in this direction anyway.

      Valeria licks her lips, curling her finger at Lopez in a come hither gesture. Lopez jumps on top of her, his hands pushing the polo up even farther until he’s exposing her bra to the salivating male audience. She eyeballs me with a seductive smirk, but I stare impassively at her. It’s not the first time she’s indicated interest, and I’m tired of rejecting her advances. Although my body craves sex—I’m as horny as any seventeen-year-old guy—I won’t lower myself to sleeping with her, and I don’t want to start a fucking war with Lopez, so I do my best to ignore her outrageous attempts to grab my attention. When he starts fondling her tits, I look away, and my eyes instantly meet the new girl’s. She’s hunched over, with her hands on her knees, looking flushed.

      My heart rate elevates as we lock gazes for the first time. Her chest is heaving ever so slightly, and damp tendrils of hair cling to her forehead. A light sheen of sweat glistens on her brow. It’s not exactly ideal weather for running, but I admire her determination. Most kids in here are lazy as shit, uncaring about school, working out, or anything which would make the best of a bad situation. Most get sucked into the system, either banding with the gangs or falling prey to them.

      I wonder which side she’ll fall on.

      As that thought pops in my mind, I vow to do what I can to keep her safe.

      Her eyes bore into mine, almost like a challenge, and I get lost in the seductive depths of her gaze. Honestly, her eyes are the most startling brown. Like a warm burnt amber color, and the orange hues surrounding her pupils are like wild, flickering flames. I’ve never seen anything like them. She stares at me through these long, thick lashes and I fucking forget how to breathe. It’s as if our surroundings have disappeared and it’s only her and me.

      Unspoken questions linger at the back of her eyes, and the way she’s looking at me makes me feel like she’s peeling back my layers, one at a time, until I’m exposed before her. I go to great lengths to hide who I am in here, and, ordinarily, I’d run a mile from someone inquisitive like her.

      But the only urge I’m feeling in the moment is to run toward her.

      The sentiment freaks me out.

      But not enough to pull my gaze away.

      Her tongue darts out, and she licks her lips before dragging her bottom lip between her teeth. I follow the movements greedily, and a wave of desire floods my body while my heart beats wildly in my chest.

      I’m not sure how long we stare at one another for. Time has ceased to have any meaning. But she’s the first to break away, hauling her gaze from me to look over at Lopez and Valeria who are now dry humping on the bench. Her bra is lowered to her waist, her tits bare for the horny audience. A few of the guys have their hands down the fronts of their shorts, rubbing one out as they watch them fuck around.

      “What the fuck you looking at?” Valeria demands, glaring at the new girl with undisguised venom as Lopez stalls with his mouth around her nipple.

      The new girl slowly drags her gaze up and down Valeria’s body, and her mouth tugs up into a slight smirk. “I thought I’d left all the skanks behind at my old school. Guess I was mistaken.”

      Her voice is like molten chocolate, deep, sultry, and highly addictive. Thinking I might be drooling, I clamp my lips shut, smothering a smile as I watch her confidently challenge Valeria.

      Valeria shoves Lopez off her, fixes her clothing, and then stalks toward the newbie. The guys trade excited looks. It’s been ages since we’ve had any chick fights, and they’re champing at the bit. I stand, ready to jump in and defend the new girl if necessary, when I spy Watson stomping this way. Valeria is too angry to notice, and Lopez is too turned on by the prospect of a girl fight to look anywhere else.

      Leaning against the fence, I hang back, amused to see how this will play out.

      “Say that to my face, bitch!” Valeria slams her palms into the new girl’s chest, and she falls back a couple steps.

      “Get your fucking hands off me.” She doesn’t raise her voice or attempt to physically retaliate, and that impresses me to no end.

      “You’re dead, ho. So. Fucking. Dead.” A vein pops in Valeria’s neck as she prods her finger into the new girl’s chest.

      “I won’t tell you again.” The new girl stares her down, and she has a considerable height advantage. Valeria may be fierce, but she’s a tiny little thing. The new girl towers over her by at least a half foot, so it’s almost comical watching this go down. But I’m not flippant about it either. Because what Valeria lacks in height and body mass, she makes up for in other ways. The new girl may not realize it, but she’s just made a formidable enemy.

      I can’t decide if she’s brave, naïve, or recklessly stupid.

      “Valeria!” Watson barks, pushing his way forward. “Inside. Now!”

      “What the actual fuck?” Valeria shoots a menacing look at Watson. Rumor is, she’s fucking him for favors, and it appears those rumors are right if the entitled expression on her face is any judge.

      “Now.” Watson’s tone brokers no argument. “Powell clearly saw you pushing Zeta.” He gestures at his female colleague over his shoulder. “Don’t make this any worse. Just come with me.”

      We have a name. Zeta. It’s a fitting name for the beautiful, mysterious stranger.

      Valeria deliberately shoves into Zeta’s shoulder as she walks past, glaring at her with pure menace. “Watch it,” Watson tells Zeta, his eyes lingering on her chest in a way that makes my blood boil. “Keep your nose clean around here if you want to stay in our good graces,” he cautions, finally tearing his eyes away. My hands are clenched into balls at my sides, and a rush of aggression floods my system, begging to be unleashed. Right now, I could pummel Watson into a bloody mess. I take subtle deep breaths, in and out, in an attempt to cool my jets.

      “Got it,” Zeta says, showing no emotion. But the instant Watson turns away, she flips him the bird behind his back, and a few low chuckles ring out.

      “Baby, you sure know how to make an entrance,” Lopez says, eye-fucking her as he saunters toward her.

      “I’m not your baby,” Zeta says, folding her arms across her chest. Several groans ring out behind me, and my protective instincts kick up a notch. I take a step toward her, and her eyes dart to mine for a brief second.

      “Not yet you’re not,” Lopez replies with a suggestive smirk.

      “Not. Ever.” Zeta holds up a palm to keep him at bay.

      “Famous last words, baby.” Lopez grins.

      “I don’t do sloppy seconds.” She flicks a quick gaze over him. “And you’re way too fucking short.”

      “Aw, now you’re hurting my feelings,” Lopez says, only half-joking. Guy’s ego is floating somewhere around orbit, and he won’t take too kindly to a remark like that.

      “Do I look like I give a flying fuck about your feelings?” She arches a brow, and I’m struggling to contain the wide grin dying to rip free.

      “Careful, sweetheart,” Lopez mutters. “There’s a fine line between flirting and insulting.”

      “And there’s a distinct line between stupidity and intelligence.” She wets her lips, and I can almost see the gears ticking in her skull. “Or maybe not so much in your case.”

      Lopez frowns. He can’t work out whether she’s just inferred he’s stupid or intelligent.

      Dumbass.

      My smile breaks loose, and she notices, casting a surreptitious look in my direction as her own lips kick up slightly at the corners.

      “Well,” she says, preparing to leave. “It’s been fun.” Waggling her fingers in our general direction, she trots off, leaving a trail of infatuated hearts in her wake.

      It seems my last few months in juvie just got a whole lot more interesting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          ZETA

        

      

    

    
      I’m shaking all over as I jog away from the boys. Blood thrums in my ears, and my heart is racing scarily fast behind my ribcage. I can’t believe I just did that. And I know exactly what I’ve done.

      Drawn a target on my back.

      But I knew coming in here that that would happen anyway, and it’s better to take the opening shot than wait for the bullet to come at me. I suppose if there’s anything I can thank my mother for, it’s my ability to swim in a sea full of sharks.

      I’m under no illusion about my future. If I can’t navigate juvie, I’ll never survive adult prison.

      When I kept my mouth shut, I hadn’t factored that into my planning. I thought juvie would be my ticket to freedom, but instead, it’s my ticket to hell. It’s all happened so fast that I haven’t had time to come to terms with this new reality, let alone consider how I can extricate myself from the longer-term mess.

      All that mattered was getting away from that asshole. In that moment, when it became evident that he was going to pin all the blame on me, that was the only thought playing on a loop in my mind. I couldn’t stay there with him on my own. I would never have made it to eighteen alive.

      So, I’m here, and I’ll have to think up some way of avoiding the consequences.

      But, for now, it’s one day at a time. One step at a time. One minor victory at a time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The gorgeous one sends sly looks my way while I force-feed myself the sweet and sour pork the cafeteria is attempting to pass off as dinner. A few guys have tried to sit beside me, but I shooed them away with a glare, a snarl, and a few harsh words. The only other girls in this place are loyal to that skank. They shoot filthy looks my way, but I purposely ignore them, knowing it’ll piss them off even more. As the only girls in the coed unit, it means I’ll be sharing a pod with them, but at least I’ll have my own cell. Until someone new arrives, if that happens.

      I take a sneaky look at the gorgeous one while I sip my milk through a straw. He’s talking to a younger boy at his side, smiling at something he says, and I can tell he cares about him.

      One of the good things about being a loner is you learn to read people well. My people-watching used to drive Mom insane. She constantly chastised me, saying I preferred observing random strangers than engaging in conversation. What she didn’t realize is that I never wanted to engage in conversation with her.

      Why would I?

      What the fuck did she ever do for me?

      Besides bring me into this world, not a hell of a lot.

      I’m gritting my teeth so hard I break through the straw, and little drops of milk splash my face. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot the table of girls laughing at me. Are we back in kindergarten? If that’s how easily they’re amused, maybe this won’t be as bad as I fear. Ignoring the urge to roll my eyes, I pretend I don’t notice, dabbing at my face with a paper towel.

      I feel the gorgeous one’s eyes on me again. There’s just something about him that commands my attention. Something I can’t put my finger on. It’s embarrassing to admit, even to myself, how captivated I am with him. Nothing like this has ever happened to me before, but, I swear, the instant our eyes met, I felt something spark to life inside me.

      A connection?

      A bond?

      A shared understanding?

      A mutual dark side?

      I don’t know how to explain it or describe it, other than it confuses, scares, and excites me, all at the same time.

      And I know what you’re thinking. It’s just because he’s hot.

      But it’s not that. It really isn’t. I mean, yes, he’s fucking hot, undeniably so with that ripped body, messy dirty-blond hair, and those dazzling eyes. They’re like a mix of yellow, orange, and brown with a faint green tint, and when he looked at me, I drowned in his gaze, zoning out as some weird vibe erupted between us.

      And now I sound like one of those mushy romance books I love to read. Not the smutty ones. I’ve seen enough of that in real life to avoid reading anything similar. I prefer to read the overtly romantic ones where they’re all subtle glances, shy touches, and sweet kisses. Inside, I laugh at myself, imagining I’ve wandered into my own love story.

      As if those really exist.

      As if that could ever happen in a place like this.

      As if I could ever open myself up to another person in that way.
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        * * *

      

      My back hurts the next morning, and I crick my head from side to side to try to loosen my stiff muscles. The mattress on the narrow bunk in my cell is hard and lumpy, the pillow flat as a pancake, offering no comfort or support, so it’s no wonder I’m aching all over.

      I’m yawning as I pull on the ill-fitting shorts and polo combo I was provided with upon arrival. A shudder works its way through me as I recall the humiliating intake process. Forced to strip completely naked, I then had to suffer the embarrassment of a full body search. At least it was Officer Powell. But having anyone search my vagina and the crack of my ass with gloved fingers is an ordeal I never again want to experience.

      A loud yawn escapes my mouth again, and I feel dead on my feet. I only managed to get about three hours sleep, and I’m exhausted. The majority of the night was spent in a cold sweat, fighting heavy eyelids and doing my best to avoid sleep in order to ward off the nightmares.

      The doors automatically unlock with a loud click at seven a.m., and I drag my weary body outside, waiting for the others to emerge from their cells. Without fail, each girl glares at me, but hostility from other females isn’t anything new, so it doesn’t bother me.

      “Let’s move out,” Officer Powell says once we are in single file. I keep my head down and my hands clasped behind my back, like I was instructed yesterday. Powell walks alongside us, and every time she stares straight ahead, the girl behind me shoves me in the back, almost causing me to trip over my feet every few steps, but I manage to keep my balance, and I make it to the cafeteria in one piece. I’m tempted to launch my elbow back into her gut, but getting into a fight on day two would not set the best first impression. I might despise that perv Watson, but he had a point about keeping my nose clean.

      Breakfast is sour grapefruit juice, burnt toast, and overcooked boiled eggs, but at least it’s more palatable than what I had to eat yesterday. Keeping my strength up is important in here if I’m going to defend myself, so I’ll put up and shut up.

      I’ve a forkful of eggs halfway to my mouth when the boy who was sitting with the gorgeous one yesterday arrives at my table. “Is anyone sitting here?” he asks, his voice trembling a little. His cheeks flush as he looks expectantly at me, and I don’t have it in my heart to turn him down, even though that’s my first instinct, especially after he asked so nicely. He’s cute and a couple years younger than me, I’d guess, so I don’t see the harm.

      “Have at it.” I gesture toward the empty chair with my hand, and his cheeks flare red. God, he’s adorable.

      The chair screeches along the tile floor as he sits down across from me. Brushing strands of dark hair out of his eyes, he clears his throat. “I’m Lucas. Lucas Young. But you can call me Luc.”

      “Nice to meet you Lucas Young a.k.a. Luc. I’m Zeta Williams.” I almost stutter on my last name. But, in here, having people know what I supposedly did will be a help not a hindrance. Although, Luc doesn’t react adversely to my admission, so he mustn’t know.

      “How did your first day go?” he asks, toying with the eggs on his plate.

      I shrug, like it’s no biggie. “About how I expected.”

      He smiles at me. “Ryder’s right. You’re brave.”

      My brows climb to my hairline. “Who’s Ryder?” I ask although I can guess.

      He laughs, absently looking over his shoulder. “Oh fuck. This is priceless. You mean to tell me you didn’t notice him?” His chest rumbles with laughter, and I know I’ve called it right. He is referring to the gorgeous one. But I’m not about to let Luc know I did notice him. Would have to be blind not to. He’s the hottest guy in this place, by a mile.

      “What’s so funny?” a deep male voice asks, sending shivers racing up and down my spine. I don’t need to look up to know it’s him. Ryder. I test his name out in my mind, and I like it. I like it a lot.

      That weird buzz of electricity swirls around the table, and I wonder if he feels it too.

      “Dude, I think I’ve finally found a girl immune to your charms,” Luc jokes.

      I almost pee my pants at the irony.

      “Is that so?” Ryder’s question is laced with amusement.

      Slowly, I raise my eyes, roaming my gaze over his slim hips, washboard abs, broad chest, and wide shoulders and up to that delectable face. A face that belongs on a big screen where he can be adored by the masses. His lips kick up as my gaze wanders over his face, finally meeting his beautiful eyes. My heart goes crazy again, and my stomach lurches wildly as butterflies invade my chest. Hot damn. He’s even more gorgeous up close. He is truly beautiful.

      Ryder grins, pulling out a chair beside Luc. Sitting down, he leans back in his chair, casually crossing one leg over the other. “Yeah, I’m not buying that.”

      “Wow. Are you always this arrogant?” Heat spreads up my chest and onto my neck, and I will my stupid body to get with the program before he notices my crazy attraction to him.

      “Do you always lie to yourself?” he coolly replies.

      “Never,” I snap. “I never lie to myself. Not when there are enough people in the world who do that for me.”

      I regret the words the instant they leave my mouth, but it’s too late to reclaim them without drawing even more attention.

      Ryder straightens up in his chair, all trace of humor gone from his face and his tone when he speaks. He stares at me for a minute, and I’m holding my breath in nervous anticipation. “I can relate to that. Respect that.”

      We continue to stare at one another, and something intangible passes between us. My heart rate kicks up, going a hundred miles an hour, as I struggle to decipher what the hell this thing is between us. He jerks back a little, a strange look on his face. Quickly composing himself, he extends his hand across the table. “I’m Ryder, by the way.”

      I eye his hand warily. Firstly, who does that? Secondly, I’m afraid I might spontaneously combust if we touch, skin to skin. Guess I won’t know till I try. With more confidence than I feel, I clasp my hand in his, startled when a jolt of electricity whips up my arm. His palm is large, his fingers callused, but his grip is firm and warm, and I briefly wonder what it would feel like being held in his arms. I jerk my hand away the instant the thought lands in my wonky brain.

      “Sorry.” His face is flushed, and he looks a little … embarrassed?

      “For what?” I inquire, my brow puckering in confusion. Is he apologizing for shaking my hand?

      “For my, ah … for”—he scrubs a hand over the light layer of stubble on his face, his features twisting—“my hands are rough because of the guitar,” he hastily adds. Luc bursts out laughing, almost choking on the food in his mouth. Ryder pins him with a “shut it” look.

      “You play guitar?” I ask, instantly intrigued and also wanting to put this conversation back on some kind of normal footing.

      He nods. “Since I was a kid.”

      “You any good?”

      “He’s fucking awesome,” Luc confirms, grinning proudly.

      I frown, not understanding. “Did you two know each other on the outside?”

      Luc shakes his head. “Nah. Ryder was already here when I arrived.”

      I scratch the back of my head. “So how do you know he’s an awesome guitar player?”

      Luc shoots me a duh look, while Ryder answers my question. “Powell got approval to have my guitar brought here.”

      “I didn’t think we were allowed to have anything from home.”

      “We’re not, but Ryder’s been here a while, he’s got level four privileges, and I think Powell’s got the hots for him.” Luc winks, grinning.

      Ryder’s face contorts. “Knock that shit off. She’s old enough to be my mother.” A scowl mars his perfect features as a dark look briefly flits across his face, but it’s gone so fast I’m not sure I didn’t imagine it. “And I think I just puked in my mouth,” he adds, smiling.

      I can’t help sniggering, and Ryder’s head swivels to me, a wide grin covering his mouth. “I’m not into older chicks.” He leans across the table. “Unless you tell me you’re older, and then I’m completely reassessing my stance.”

      Woah. Talk about direct. Is this the same guy who was stuttering and stammering a few minutes ago? He’s a bit of a conundrum. Flirty one second and then shy the next. I can’t get a good read on Ryder, which is unusual for me, and that only adds to his allure.

      “I’m sixteen,” I readily admit. “Almost seventeen.”

      “Then my statement, and my position, remains unchanged.” He waggles his brows at me before diving into his breakfast.

      “So, you’re seventeen,” I surmise.

      “Yes,” he confirms, “but I could be older. Not everyone is transferred to an adult facility when they turn eighteen.”

      I had heard that, but I wasn’t sure how true it was. I make a mental note to ask my attorney about it at her next visit.

      “Will you be?” I blurt, forgetting to engage my brain again. I don’t usually flirt with guys, but Ryder is getting under my skin, making me say things I don’t normally say.

      He arches a brow. “Why, would you miss me?”

      “I’d have to know you to miss you,” I retort, sending him a smug look.

      “Well, we can rectify that. You only have to say the word.”

      “Dude.” Luc chuckles, nudging Ryder’s shoulder. “You’ve got game.”

      Ryder rolls his eyes, messing up the younger boy’s hair. “Watch and learn, my young apprentice,” he teases, and now it’s my turn to roll my eyes.

      “How old are you, Luc, and how long have you been here?” I ask, deliberately changing the subject.

      “I’m fourteen, and almost two years.” His mouth turns down, and I hate that I’ve put that sad look on his face.

      Ryder shoots me a look which I instantly interpret as don’t pry. I subtly nod at him, and his gaze radiates gratitude.

      “So, when do I get to hear you play?” I plant an overly cheery smile on my face while I divert the course of the conversation again.

      “Are you free after school?” he teases with a playful smile.

      “Hmm.” I tap a finger off my chin, pretending to think about it. “Let me consider my busy schedule for a moment.” Luc chuckles, and I’m glad he’s broken free of his nostalgia. “Yep. I’m free.”

      “It’s a date,” Luc quips, jumping in before Ryder can respond.

      And as my eyes are drawn to Ryder’s once again, I can’t help wishing that it was.
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          RYDER

        

      

    

    
      I can’t stop thinking about Zeta, and as the class enters the small school library, I find myself gravitating to her side. She stiffens, almost imperceptibly, as I walk up behind her. A second later, her shoulders relax, but she doesn’t look around. I reach over her head, selecting the book I want to read. I watch her scanning the shelves, her eyes zooming in as her fingers skim over spines, while most of our classmates mindlessly grab any book before heading back to the classroom. “That one’s good,” I say when she pulls out the worn blue book I’ve read cover to cover at least five times. “If you don’t mind depressive subject matter.”

      She glances over her shoulder at me, raising one brow, before returning to the book, reading the back cover. “I’m surprised they permit books like this,” she says, a couple minutes later, turning to face me.

      I shrug. “I think it helps that the material is relatable. Reading about a guy suffering from depression and suicidal tendencies might actually help put shit into perspective.”

      Her gorgeous eyes drill into mine, like she’s hearing the things I’m not saying, and it makes me hugely uncomfortable. I shift on my feet, averting my gaze, pretending to read the back of the book in my hand, even though I’ve already read that one too. The library is small, and I’ve been here too long, so there isn’t anything I haven’t already read.

      I was never a reader until I came to juvie, but I’ll do just about anything to help pass the time and keep my mind occupied, and I’ve actually grown to enjoy it.

      A couple of tense minutes pass before she clears her throat, and I whip my head up. “I don’t usually read books like this, but maybe I’ll give it a try.”

      “What kind of books do you normally read?” I lean against the bookshelf. We’re alone in here now, and I want to take advantage of the quiet time.

      Her cheeks flush a little, and now I’m even more curious. “Usually contemporary romance,” she admits after a beat.

      “Hey, nothing wrong with that. I liked The Fault in Our Stars.”

      Her lips kick up at the corners. “You seriously read The Fault in Our Stars?”

      “And Everything Everything and We Were Liars,” I add, freely handing over my man card. A beautiful smile graces her mouth, and a strange fucking ache stabs me in the chest. I lean in closer to her because I’m inexplicably drawn to her and I can’t stop myself. Lowering my voice, I whisper in her ear. “But you’ll have to keep my secret. I have a rep to maintain.” I wink at her without thinking, and she bursts out laughing.

      “Oh my God. Did you seriously just wink at me?”

      I straighten up, rubbing a hand along the back of my neck, slanting her a sheepish look. “Too lame?”

      Her smile expands, and this girl could ask me to do anything in this moment, and I would be powerless to resist. “Pervy, more like.”

      I fake a wince. “Ouch.”

      “I bet you do that to all the girls,” she teases.

      “What, all five of you?”

      Her smile drops off. “I’d kinda forgotten…” She clasps the book to her chest, looking off into space.

      “It’s natural. I can still remember how hard the adjustment was at the start.” It’s a tough environment to get used to in some ways; in others, not so much.

      Tucking her hair behind one ear, she chews on the corner of her mouth as her brow creases. I watch a multitude of emotions wash over her face before she finds the courage to ask me. “How long have you been here?”

      I wipe my suddenly clammy hands down the front of my shorts. “A while.” My answer is purposely vague. I don’t want to give anyone any reason to start connecting the dots.

      “Oh.” She peers intently into my eyes, sucking me deeper into her world. “I guess people don’t really like to talk about it,” she adds in a quieter tone. “How long and why they’re here.”

      “It’s not something we dwell on unless you’re like Lopez or part of one of the crews. They like to brag about shit they’ve done.”

      “But not you.” She astutely assesses me.

      “No. Not me.”

      The teach pops his head in the doorway. “Williams, Stone, back to your desks now.”

      We walk toward the door, and at the last second, I tug on her elbow, holding her back. She flinches, jumping a little, and I instantly withdraw my hand. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you,” I mumble, inwardly cursing myself. I’m such a fucking doofus around this girl. It’s embarrassing.

      “It’s okay.” She worries her lower lip between her teeth. “I just don’t like people touching me.” She looks away the minute she says it, and I can tell she had no intention of telling me that. It’s nice to know I’m not the only one blurting stuff out. Perhaps she’s as affected by me as I am by her.

      “No touching. Got it.” I hold my palms up, keeping my tone light.

      “Thanks,” she mumbles, stepping forward.

      “You wanna have lunch with me?” I hurriedly ask before it’s too late.

      Her smile is coy as she looks back at me. “Sure. And you should ask Luc to sit with us too. I know you watch out for him.”

      My eyes pop wide. How can she tell that after one day in the place?

      “I’m very observant,” she says, answering my unspoken question, shocking me again.

      Zeta is the type of person I should avoid like the plague, but she’s far too interesting to ignore. She’s the first girl I’ve ever felt a connection to, and even if it’s risky, there’s no way in hell I can stay away from her.
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        * * *

      

      “So, how’d you end up with a name like Zeta?” I ask as we finish our dinner in the cafeteria later that day. Young is hanging off Zeta’s every word, and I can tell he’s majorly crushing on her. Not that I blame him or can even pretend like I’m not crushing hard either. Lopez has been sending me snide looks the entire day, and I know it’s cause he’s not happy I’m hanging out with the new girl. Well, screw him. He doesn’t get to tell me who I can speak to or spend time with.

      Her body turns rigid, and I figure I’ve hit a sore point, but I don’t retract my question either.

      She sighs a little, consciously dragging a hand through her hair. “My mom was a big fan of the actress Catherine Zeta Jones. She named me after her.”

      I remember watching The Mask of Zorro a few years ago in here, and that’s how I know who she is. The facility’s movie collection is completely outdated and all rated PG-13, but I’ve just found a reason to be happy about that fact.

      She toys with the food on her plate before looking up with a forced smile plastered on her face. “I guess I should count myself lucky that she didn’t name me Catherine.”

      “Or Jones,” Luc blurts, his cheeks reddening when he realizes how lame that sounds.

      “Absolutely,” Zeta agrees, easing his discomfort.

      “Your mom chose well,” I admit, shoving my empty plate aside. “You even look a little like her.”

      She blinks excessively before shaking her head. “Eh, yeah, no, I don’t.”

      “What does Catherine Zeta Jones look like?” Luc asks me.

      She’s beautiful. I think it, but I don’t say it because I don’t want to embarrass Zeta. Or myself. “She’s got long, dark hair, and she’s really pretty,” I say, hoping that doesn’t sound too flirty.

      “Don’t insult my girl,” Lopez says, sticking his ugly mug in my face. He winks at Zeta before dropping into the seat beside her, slinging his arm around her shoulder. “Zeta’s smoking hot.” He licks his lips as he checks her out, his gaze gravitating to her tits.

      She pales, sitting up stiffly in her chair. Removing his arm, she glares at him. “Don’t fucking touch me.”

      “I second that,” Valeria sneers, standing with her hands on her hips and glaring at Lopez.

      His gaze bounces between both girls, and a sly grin spreads across his mouth as he slouches in the chair, casually crossing his ankles. “If you came over here to tell me what to do, you can fuck the hell off, bitch.” Lopez’s grin turns menacing as he pins his fuck buddy with a withering stare.

      She leans over him, her wavy black hair falling around her shoulders, gripping his chin and putting her face right up in his. “You can suck your own dick next time, asshole.”

      “Yeah?” Lopez knocks her hand away, grabs her ass, and yanks her down onto his lap. “I don’t fucking think so. If I tell you to suck my cock, you’ll suck my cock.” He turns his head to Zeta. “Or I’ll find a replacement.” His intent is clear.

      Valeria throws back her head, laughing, as she slides off Lopez’s lap. I see her noticing Powell watching from the far corner of the room. “You think that bitch gives head like me?” Her hands are firmly back on her hips. “Puh-lease. She’d probably faint if you showed her your cock.”

      I know what Valeria’s suggesting, but Lopez, given his giant-sized ego, interprets it differently. “That’s more like it, baby,” he purrs, thinking she’s just complimented the size of his dick.

      Zeta has remained quiet this whole time, but as she stands, I watch her preparing to say her piece. “I’m betting I’ve seen more cock than you’ve had hot dinners,” she challenges, eyeballing Valeria like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. Young is practically drooling as he hangs off every word Zeta says.

      “And I’m betting you’re full of shit,” Valeria retorts with a smirk.

      “I think there’s an easy way to resolve this,” Lopez butts in, rubbing his crotch as his gaze latches onto Zeta’s chest. He’s grinning like he’s just won the lottery, and I want to smash his face into the wall. Rivulets of rage start trickling through me, and I grip the side of my chair, grinding my teeth hard.

      “I wouldn’t touch your cock if you paid me,” Zeta supplies. “And I don’t have to prove anything to any of you.”

      Powell moves from her position, heading this way. It’s clear from the body language that something is going down, and she’s ready to head it off at the pass.

      “That’s not the way things work around here.” Valeria prods a bony finger in Zeta’s chest. “And you can’t disrespect my boy like that. Someone needs to teach you some manners.”

      Zeta snorts. “And you think that’s you?”

      I rise, hoping the movement will catch her attention. I’m trying to caution Zeta with my eyes, but she’s solely focused on the girl in front of her. I’m not sure what Zeta hopes to achieve by antagonizing Valeria and Lopez, but she’s treading on shaky ground.

      “I will fucking gut you, girl,” Valeria threatens.

      “Not if I gut you first.” Zeta’s voice is like ice as she holds firm. Thrusting Valeria’s finger away, she squares up to her, leaning right into her face as she says, “Just like I did with my momma.”
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          ZETA

        

      

    

    
      I hate myself for what I’ve just admitted, but I can’t let that bitch gain the upper hand. Although I’m shaking inside, I hold my chin up, fixing her with a deadly stare. I can do this. I can act like nothing or no one affects me until she gets the message that I’m not about to be pushed around. Then, hopefully, she’ll get bored and leave me alone.

      “What’s going on here?” Powell asks, materializing at our table.

      “Your girl here says she’s gonna gut me like she did her momma,” Valeria confirms, with a look of disbelief splashed across her face. “Why is she here? She do that?”

      “That’s none of your concern,” Powell calmly replies. “And I need you to come with me, Zeta. Your attorney is here to see you.”

      Without looking at any of them, I follow Powell out of the cafeteria. We walk side by side in silence, my stomach twisting sourly as my words repeat in a loop over and over in my head. When we reach the interview room, she stops with her hand on the door handle and turns to me. “I’m sure you have your reasons for saying what you said back there, but you don’t want to mess with that girl.”

      I force back the bile traveling up my throat. “I don’t have a choice. If I don’t look like I can stand up for myself, she’ll never leave me alone. I’ve met enough girls like her to know that.”

      “Watch your back. And stick with Ryder. He knows how to survive in here.”

      “Why are you being nice to me?”

      “Keeping the peace is in my interests,” she cryptically says before opening the door and ushering me inside.

      “Zeta. How are you?” my court-appointed attorney asks as I take a seat across the table from her.

      Peachy. Just peachy. I’ve just used my dead mom as a way to try to prove I’m a hard-ass. Made a mockery of her death like it doesn’t upset me. But, of course, I don’t articulate any of those thoughts. I shrug my shoulders, acting casual. “Fine.” Resting my elbows on the table, I lean forward.

      She pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose before opening a file in front of her, thumbing through pages, muttering to herself and frowning as she flicks through the file for whatever she’s looking for. After a few minutes, she slides a couple of sheets across the table to me along with a pen. “I need you to sign here and here.” She points to certain sections on both pages.

      “What is this?” I refuse to sign anything without understanding what I’m putting my name to.

      “Official court documentation I need to log.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s procedure.”

      I take a few minutes to read over the documents before I sign, but it’s a lot of convoluted legal jargon that I don’t fully understand. Anyway, it doesn’t seem like I’m signing my rights away to anything, so I scribble my signature and hand it back to her.

      “I wanted to ask you what happens when I turn eighteen,” I inquire. “Will I remain here or be moved to an adult prison?”

      “That depends,” she replies, returning the sheets to her file and closing it.

      “On what?”

      “On your behavior, how well you’re responding to your treatment program, and what’s in the best interests of your mental health once you come of age.”

      At the court hearing, it was determined I’m to meet weekly with a psychologist for individual counseling. It’s due to start next week, and I’m nervous. Still trying to figure out how I should act and how real I should be.

      My mouth turns dry as I wonder how best to phrase my next question. “Are there ever instances where a verdict is overturned? And if I wanted to, could we lodge an appeal before I turn eighteen?”

      Her brow puckers, and she runs a thin hand through her frizzy, unkempt hair. “In your case, we could only lodge an appeal if we have grounds for an appeal. You confessed to voluntary manslaughter, and your punishment was decided. I don’t see how we’d have any grounds for appeal unless there’s something you’re not telling me?”

      I’m tempted to tell her the truth, but it’s too early to admit I lied. If I tell the court how it really went down, there’s a chance he won’t go to jail and that I’ll be sent back to him. Being locked up is preferable to that, so I shake my head and bottle the truth back up, deciding to wait until the timing is better, hoping by then it won’t be too late.

      “Did you manage to locate my aunt?” I ask, switching tack.

      “Your aunt?” She frowns again, scratching the side of her head.

      “Yes.” I resist the urge to roll my eyes to the ceiling. “You asked me if there was any next of kin besides my stepfather … and I told you my mom had a younger sister. You said you’d try to find her.”

      “Oh.” Her cheeks flush pink. “I haven’t had time to investigate yet, but I’ll get on that straightaway.”

      I have zero faith that she will, and it’s probably a lost cause anyway. The only thing I know about my aunt is her name. I’ve never met her. Or, if I did, it must’ve been when I was too young to remember it. All I know is her and Mom were estranged, and they hadn’t spoken in years. I overheard Mom on the phone one time, saying something about her working overseas. It’s a stretch, but if she could be found, maybe, just maybe, the court would accept her as my guardian, and it’d give me the opportunity to come clean. Even if she doesn’t want me, it’s better than staying locked up for a crime I didn’t commit.

      Powell leads me to the common room after my meeting ends, and my heart jumps a little when I locate Ryder, tucked into a corner of the room, with a guitar slung around his shoulder. He’s sitting cross-legged on the ground, lightly strumming the guitar with his eyes closed. I want to go to him, like we planned, but I don’t know if he wants anything to do with me after my revelation. I’m rooted to the spot, drowning in indecision, wondering if I should just ask to go back to my cell and lick my wounds in private.

      Almost like he can sense me, Ryder opens his eyes and lifts his head, his face lighting up when he spots me. Or at least, that’s how it appears to be, but it’s quite likely I’m delusional, wanting to read more into his friendship than there is.

      He wiggles his fingers in the air, gesturing me forward, and I slowly place one foot in front of the other, moving in his direction. An anxious fluttering feeling descends on my chest, and I chew on the inside of my mouth as I get nearer. I watch him slide the guitar off, placing it gently on the floor beside him.

      “You made it,” he says, when I land in front of him.

      “Yep.” I sink to the floor, propping my back against the wall and pulling my knees up into my chest. I stare at my feet, unable to look him in the eye. He doesn’t seem unhappy to see me, but how could he not hate me after the bomb I dropped.

      “Hey.” His voice is soft. “You okay?”

      I bite down on my lower lip as I draw strength from somewhere and look up at him. All I see is compassion in his eyes, and that goes a long way toward settling my nerves. “Why don’t you hate me?” I whisper.

      Understanding washes over his face, but he’s quiet for a couple moments before speaking. “You think I’ve changed my mind because of what you said?”

      I nod. “Most people would.”

      He shakes his head. “Not around here.” His eyes subconsciously scan the room. “Everyone in here has done something which justifies being locked up. You’re not any different.”

      “But I … it was my mother. My mother is dead because of me.” A genuine tear leaks out of the corner of my eye, because that part is true. “I mean, she wasn’t going to win any mother of the year awards or anything, but she still brought me into this world.”

      He looks contemplative as he scrutinizes my face. “I’m guessing there’s more to the story than meets the eye. But”—he hurriedly adds as I open my mouth to speak—“we don’t need to talk about it. I can tell you’re remorseful, and that’s all I need to know. We don’t have to discuss it. You’re already upset enough.” He lifts his arm, as if he’s going to touch me, then he drops it back onto his lap, like he’s thought better of it. Or maybe he remembers I said I don’t like to be touched.

      But I’d make an exception in his case. When it comes to him, I most definitely want to be touched.

      I’m digressing, and daydreaming about guys should be the last thing on my mind. “I don’t like having to use that to build a rep in here, but it doesn’t look like I have much choice.”

      He nods in understanding. “I figured it was something like that, and it might work. Or it might mean she comes at you a different way.”

      I lean my head back against the wall. “Please tell me she’s almost eighteen and due to get transferred out?”

      “Sorry to burst your bubble, but she’s already eighteen, and there’s no signs of her going anywhere.”

      “Great. Well, my other plan is to lie low, and hopefully, she’ll get bored of coming at me.”

      “Yeah, I can’t see that happening. There’s no way the guys will leave you alone. You’re new, and you’re hot, and that’s a winning combo in their minds.”

      “And what about your mind?” I tease, trying to look casual and not like I’m enormously pleased at his compliment.

      He grins. “Oh, I’m no different than any other horny seventeen-year-old. You’re prime spank bank material, babe. Best get used to it.”

      My mouth drops open. “You did not just say that to my face!”

      “Would you rather I lied to you?”

      “Absolutely not,” I splutter, shocked at his bluntness but not in any way unhappy about it.

      “Good, because a friendship built on lies is not worth having.”

      His good humor disappears, and a muscle clenches in his jaw as he looks away. I’m not sure what memories have returned to haunt him, but I know he’s gone someplace else, and I make it my mission to pull him back. I take a proper look at the glossy black guitar resting on the floor at his side. “What kind of guitar is that?”

      His gaze flits to his guitar, and the tense lines on his face relax. “It’s a Fender CD-60S.” He runs his hand lovingly over the body of the guitar. “It’s about the only thing around here that brings me any joy, any peace.” His face is an open book as he looks at me, and I see the truth shining in his eyes. This guitar means everything to him.

      “How long have you had it?”

      “Since I was a kid. One of my mom’s boyfriends left it behind when they broke up, and I hid it before she could sell it. I’ve had it ever since.”

      I sense similarities between our mothers, but I don’t quiz him on it. We’re done with the heavy for today. “Sweet.” I run the tips of my fingers over the cool, glossy wood. “She’s a thing of beauty all right.”

      “Have you ever played?” he asks, staring straight into my eyes, highlighting how close we are to one another.

      His eyes are more of a yellow-green color today but no less mesmerizing. I have to physically tear my gaze from his in order to form a coherent sentence. “No. I always wanted to learn how to play a musical instrument, and my sixth-grade teacher begged my mom to let me take lessons, but we didn’t have the money.” I shrug, like it didn’t almost break my heart. “My teacher said I had a good ear, and I’ve always felt a real connection with music, but I guess it wasn’t meant to be.”

      “There’s still plenty of time,” he reassures me. “And I could teach you how to play, if you like?”

      “In here?” I glance around the room. While most of the other kids are occupied, playing board games, reading, chatting, or watching TV, more than a few heads are observing our interaction. “No thanks. I want to blend into the background, not become the center of attention.”

      “Like I already said,” he says, smiling as his gaze darts to my lips. “There isn’t a hope in hell of you fading into the background. You’re way too pretty and far too interesting to go unnoticed.”

      “Are you deliberately flirting with me?”

      “What would your answer be if I said I was?” He cocks his head to the side, and waves of dirty-blond hair fall into his eyes. I dig my fingers into my thighs to resist the urge to run my fingers through the messy strands.

      “That I’m not in the market for a hookup, so if that’s your game plan, you might as well give up now.” It’s my usual mantra when I’m being hit on, and the words leave my mouth before I’ve had time to form a different response, because, in all honestly, I don’t think I’d turn him down if he was flirting with me.

      “That’s not my M.O.,” he protests. “I like talking to you, and it’s just so … fucking refreshing to meet a girl with smarts and no hidden agenda.”

      “How do you know I don’t have an agenda?” I quirk a brow, trying to ignore the fact that his knee is now brushing against my thigh.

      “You’re not the only one with sharp observational skills.”

      “Is this the part where you say you see the real me and we share a connection you’ve never shared with anyone before?”

      Oh. My. Fucking. God.

      Could I be any more lame?

      I’m literally spouting shit from books now. Maybe the air’s too thin in here, and it’s depleting my brain cells. Or this guy is messing with my head in a serious way.

      He laughs, and it’s a deep full-bellied laugh that does funny things to my insides. “I can honestly say, Zeta, that I’ve never met a girl who intrigues me as much as you do.”

      “That’s only because the pickings are slim around here. Trust me, I’m not that interesting.”

      “I think we’ll have to agree to disagree.” His eyes twinkle as he looks at me, and I get lost in their hidden depths and the warmth of his gorgeous smile. The air subtly changes, and that frisson of electricity I’ve felt in his presence before sparks to life, humming like a tangible thing. “Zeta,” he whispers, never taking his eyes off my face.

      I love the way he rasps my name, and a throbbing ache starts building between my thighs. “What?” I whisper back.
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