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CHAPTER ONE

Livia

My phone lit up and started to vibrate on the kitchen table. It emitted a light that highlighted the room. My computer screen paled in comparison to the brightness of the phone. When I looked at the name, I sighed in irritation.

It was Ash.

It was a Friday night in La Jolla. The only reason he would be calling me this late was because he needed a ride. He was drunk off his ass and it was my responsibility to come get him.

Annoying.

Reluctantly, I answered it, knowing I couldn’t shut him out. “Yeah?”

“I need a ride.”

What a surprise
. “They have Taxis, you know?”

“You’re better. And cheaper.”

“Actually, I’m free.”

He groaned into the phone, clearly having a headache. “You coming to get me or what, sis?”

I could never say no to my brother even though he repulsed me at times. “Where are you?”

“In the Gaslight. I’ll text you the address.”

“At a party?”

“Where else would I be? It’s what fun and cool people do on the weekends, not that you would know.”

He always made a jab at my non-existent social life. I chose to ignore his words. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“Make it five.” He hung up.

I groaned then grabbed my keys.

 

The thud of the base coming from the house could be heard even two blocks over. It was a better way of guiding me than my GPS. The curb was packed with cars and a parking space was hard to come by. I pulled my Jeep over then killed the engine.

I called Ash. It rang then went to voicemail.

Seriously? He was going to make me hunt him down?

I called again. Like last time, it went to voicemail.

I clenched my jaw then hung up. The last thing I wanted to do was be around a bunch of drunk college students. The beer would be overflowing and people would be playing beer pong. All the bedrooms would be packed with couples getting it on.

I really didn’t want to go in there.

I didn’t want to see anyone from class, and I just…didn’t want to be around anyone. I preferred my quiet house with my deadbolts and locks.

After a sigh, I forced myself to get out of the car and head down the sidewalk. I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to avoid anyone’s radar. I just wanted to get in and get out—nothing more.

When I arrived at the house, a group of five guys were sharing a drag by the front door. One guy eyed me in the darkness, immediately setting me on edge. I averted my gaze then walked as fast as I could.

“What’s the rush?” he called after me.

I merged through the crowd of people in the living room. The stereo was so loud I couldn’t hear any of the conversations nearby. All the girls were wearing slutty outfits, showing their flat stomachs and long legs. There hair was perfectly styled, and make up was painted on their face.

They reminded me of myself—six months ago.

I moved past people’s shoulders and looked for Scotty.

A girl holding a beer accidentally bumped into me. She was clearly drunk because she staggered a little. “Watch where you’re going, bitch.”

I halted and stared her down. “Learn to walk, Bambi.”

She rolled her eyes then returned to her conversation with some guy. He was staring at her chest the entire time, not even bothering to pretend he was paying attention.

I just wanted to get out of here.

I moved to the back of the house, but there was still no sign of Ash.

If I didn’t love my brother so damn much I’d abandon him. But then visions of him drinking and driving came to my mind. I was too scared to lose him. Even though I hated picking him up, I’d do it every time.

I walked outside and stepped in the back yard. A bong was on the picnic table, and people were gathered around it, taking hits. The pink smoke drifted into the sky.

Where the hell was he?

“Liam totally demolished that guy last week.” A guy was talking animatedly with his hands. His two buddies were beside him.

The guy across from him wasn’t listening at all. He was staring at me, his eyes locked to mine. His dark brown hair contrasted against his hazel eyes. They were almost gray, an odd collection of colors. He was twice my size and at least a foot taller than me.

I didn’t like him one bit.

I turned my head then stepped away, looking for my annoying brother.

I pulled out my phone and called him again. No answer.

“I’m going to kill you, Ash.”

“Hey. Looking for someone?” The guy staring at me came to my side, a cocky grin on his face.

Get away from me.
“No.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “You seem flustered.”

I tried to stay calm but I was starting to panic. I felt cornered by this guy. I just wanted to be left alone, to move past his notice. I was wearing jeans and a light sweater. I purposely looked as unattractive as possible. “I have to go.” I dashed away before he could get in another word.

“Shut the hell up.” Ash was clapping his hands while he laughed. “The Hulk could take Groot any day. Don’t even try to compare them.”

A guy made his argument in return but I didn’t listen to it.

I grabbed his arm. “Let’s go.”

He flinched then looked at me. It took him a moment before he recognized me. “Livia?”

“I’m here to get you…remember?”

“Oh yeah.” He rolled his eyes then laughed. “Hey, how about we stick around for a little while longer? Maybe you could make some friends.”

My eyes narrowed in irritation. “I came to get you and now I want to leave. That’s it.”

“Chill,” his friend said across from him. “Don’t you know how to party?”

I ignored him, keeping my eyes focused on my brother. “Are you coming or not? Because I’ll leave without you.”

“Fine,” he snapped. He turned to his friends. “I have to go. My sister is a damn loser.”

They laughed at his words.

I knew better than to argue with him. When he was drunk, no logic came from his lips. I turned away, hoping he would follow me. When I headed to the back door, that guy appeared again. He leaned against the doorframe, staring me down.

He was really freaking me out.

I dashed inside without looking back.

When he finally made it down the street and to the car, Ash was mumbling something I couldn’t decipher. We got into the car then slammed the doors.

Ash ran his fingers through his short brown hair. “Seriously, what the hell is your problem? You used to be a party animal. You were the life of the party, drinking more than most men I know. You were actually fun to be around. Now you stay cooped up in your house every night, sitting in the dark. You’ve lost all your friends and you don’t even have a personality. What the hell happened?” He glared at me while he massaged his scalp.

I could never tell him what happened. Every time I thought about it, I got choked up and chickened out. He wouldn’t look at me in the same way. The vengeance would burn in his eyes and the rage would seep through his pores. Everything would be different between us. Even though my brother and I butted heads more than we got along, he was still my best friend. Actually, he was my only friend.

I turned on the car, leaving his question hanging.

He growled in irritation. “Fine. Be a pathetic loser. Like I give a damn.”

I drove to his apartment in silence. He leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. The silence was killing me so I turned on the music. Anything was better than my thoughts.

When I arrived at his place, I nudged him. “Wake up.”

He stirred then blinked his eyes several times. He cleared his throat then slowly unbuckled his safety belt. “I fell asleep…”

Yeah, I figured that out.

He turned to me, giving me a dark look.

I knew what was coming.

“Livia, is there something going on?”

I didn’t like lying to him, but I couldn’t talk about this. “I’ve just been under the weather.”

“For six months?” he asked incredulously.

“Maybe you like going to parties and making conversation with strangers, but I don’t. Just leave me alone.”

“That’s bullshit. You’re the most upbeat person I know. I mean, you
were
the most upbeat person I knew.”

“You should go inside.”

He sighed. “Whatever.”

“You’re welcome for the ride,” I snapped.

“You know what I wish?” He opened the door but didn’t step out.

Do I dare ask?

“That you’ll be drunk off your ass then have to call me to pick you up.” He stepped out then slammed the car door.

I stayed in my spot and watch him walk into his apartment. When the door was closed, I finally pulled away from the curb, heading back to empty house where I lived alone.

CHAPTER TWO

Scotty

The weekend was over and school was back in session.

And I was bored.

I majored in history but now I’m not sure why. I was fascinated by political, social, and economic affects on different cultures in history, world leaders and every war. Every period in time was more interesting than the next. But it was a lot of work, and most of it was tedious research papers.

Talk about a snooze fest.

Plus, the other general education classes were annoying. I didn’t care about sociology, psychology, or math.

No thanks. I’ll pass.

Now that the semester had started, I was back to waking up early and going through the motions. I worked in construction to pay the bills for now, and I was usually working through the night on the interstate and highways. The job was a little stressful, but I needed to make a living somehow.

I was more interested in fighting the longer I watched Liam. He was the best of the best, and he was the best person to learn from. But no matter how much I built myself up and watched his every move, I wouldn’t be the machine he was without diligence and practice. I’ve been contemplating it for a while. I knew I could do it if I committed to it.

But did I want to?

After my last class was over, my phone vibrated.

It was my cousin.
Can you meet Liam in the parking lot?

That was an odd request…
Why?

I forgot a book at home, but I’m stuck in class. Can you get it from him then meet me in the library?

Am I your slave now?

Liam needs to head back to the studio otherwise he would meet me himself.

Of course I would do it. I was just giving her a hard time.
It sounds like he’s not that interested in you anymore.

Scotty, just do it. I’ll meet you by the tables
.

My phone light disappeared. I shoved it back into my pocket then headed to the parking lot. I searched for his truck then spotted him pulling up. He rolled down the window then handed me the book.

“She claimed it was life or death.” He rolled his eyes.
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