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The odometer on my sex life was stuck at zero the day my mother came home with a husband I’d never met. Dale brought his two grown sons to help us pack and move into their home. Both were hard-bodied and handsome, but Caine didn’t speak to me. Colt, on the other hand, said crude stuff like, “Wanna ride with me? Then I’m gonna need gas or ass,” but I couldn’t take my eyes off his rippling muscles and challenging blue eyes.

When Colt offered me a ride to school, I thought the ‘gas or ass’ thing was a joke, but he wasn’t kidding. Though he barely touched me, he shattered the innocence I couldn’t wait to shed, and even then, I sensed I’d never be the same.

He and Caine soon upped the stakes, putting me behind the wheel of cars that could reach insane speeds. They kept challenging me to find my inner wild child, pairing illegal drag races with high-octane sex games. It wasn’t long before I was hooked, but I always planned to walk away.

Then everything spun out of control and walking wasn’t an option. 

I had to run.

**Disclaimer: This is a tale of a young girl’s crush that turns to hatred and back to love. Gas and Ass is the crush-to-hate part of the story. There’s no HEA inside these pages, so if that’s a must, this isn’t the story for you. If you can delay gratification, however, the hatred-to-love part is the basis of the sequel, Turn and Burn.

Author’s Notes

I’ve gotten into the habit of telling my readers where my head was at when I write my stories. I want to do no less here. But, fasten your seat belts, because my notes, like the tale within, ain’t necessarily a smooth ride. 

I scan my Facebook feed probably more than I should. In my defense, what I see there suffices as my only adult interaction on too many days. I have a lot of authors in my feed, so, I see a lot of the phenomenon I call author drama. One day it’s a flap about censorship, the next, it’s an outcry about the meanness of reviewers who can’t string four words together with the correct punctuation, but have the nerve to knock an author’s latest release. The following week it’ll be m/m writers all atwitter because some guy dared asked why the hell a straight woman wrote a gay romance—or stated that she shouldn’t.

And lately, it’s been fiction shaming. 

What’s fiction shaming? Most of you know, but for the insulated, it’s that nasty habit some authors have of finger wagging at their fellow writers on their choice of subject matter. 

Like dino porn. 

And rape fantasy.

And pseudo-incest.

Well, here’s the bumpy part of this ride.

This story? It’s pseudo-incest. Stepbrother porn.

It’s not even a romance, not this part of the tale, anyway. It’s...drum roll, please... New Adult, coming-of-age contemporary erotica. 

Wag those fingers if you must. You’re welcome to knock this story as just ‘another one of those nasty, badly-written porn stories trying to sneak under the radar and be about incest to make a quick buck.’

I’ll make it easier for you.

The main characters are blue-collar—mechanics and forklift drivers. And, just to lower the bar some more, I set the tale in a small North Carolina town where the only place one hears proper English is in English class. A place where everyone says ‘aint’. And ‘gonna’. And fixin’ to. A place where I spent my teenage years.

Yep. This story is about rednecks. 

Good old boys who like NASCAR and drive souped-up vintage cars. Guys who live for Friday night so they can put the nose of those cars on a line spray-painted on the road, drop the hammer, and fly for ten seconds or less. And the win or the loss will eat away at them until Friday night rolls around and they get another shot at ten seconds of glory. 

And did I mention, it’s not a romance? 

Nope. It’s contemporary erotic fiction. Think Fast and Furious meets Girl, Interrupted.

Why’d I write it?

Well, to be honest, the story began as satire—a protest of sorts.

Because I don’t think anyone calling themselves an author has any business finger wagging at any other writer on their choice of subject matter. Save that shit for something that does matter, like the Oxford comma and the unfortunate fact that so few seem to know that paintings are hung, but people are always hanged. 

But come at me for the pseudo-incest at your own risk, because baby, I ain’t ashamed. I’ll say here what I’ve said elsewhere: 

No fictional characters were harmed in the writing of this story. I put my heroine through emotional hell. She has more orgasms to her credit than a smuggled copy of Hustler in a Supermax. And I make no apologies. It’s fiction, yo.

I think that those who write for any reason should be the standard-bearers, the front line fighters, in the war against censorship. Because it’s not the things we write about that define us. It’s the things we fear writing about. The things we think that ‘other people’ cannot handle and should therefore not be allowed to read? Those things define, not the reader, but the society who seeks to ban them.

I don’t think it matters what that author’s motivations are. Frankly, I’ve never made what anyone could call a ‘fast buck’ with my writing. I write to eat, but in a vastly different way, I write to live. I can tackle thorny problem via a fictional character that I cannot defeat in real life. And inside the story, I can beat the odds and sleep okay for a couple of nights. And maybe, a couple of my readers can, too. 

But this nasty habit of pointing and saying, “No one should write that shit,” has to stop. We have to accept that the biggest sex organ in the body is also the most convoluted, in every sense of the word. Taboo topics are the very ones that some readers crave. Can my shaming sisters not see that those readers lurk in their fan base? Can’t they understand that, while their loyal fan might read their shiny new YA or sweet romance one night, they can’t resist taking a peek at some monster porn the next? Reading fiction is an escape. And, frankly, erotic romance is shaky ground indeed to pick as the place to draw a line in the sand and try to say that one fantasy is fine but the next is dirty or wrong. Because that’s too damn close to the line of thought that says a rape victim had it coming because of what she chose to wear, isn’t it? 

So, here it is. My entry into the stepbrother porn craze.

And baby, I’ll say it one more time.

I ain’t ashamed. 

In fact, I think, in many ways, this is one of the best stories I’ve ever written. The sex is habanero-hot. The setting? I lived this scene in my youth and I busted my ass to make sure you can smell the gasoline fumes. 

As I said, this tale began as satire. But after I set it in the place where something very taboo happened to me, it turned into something far different. I will say, my personal story is not the same as the one I put on the page, but all the characters within are based on people I met at the time. 

And one in particular, I never could decide if I loved or hated, but that person scarred me and I tried my damndest to return the favor. 

I bear those scars to this day. And I’ll be goddamned if I’ll let anyone make me ashamed of them. So, underneath the story lurks a fictional victory over a dragon I never could slay when it was alive, and tonight, I expect to sleep. And this sleep has been a long time coming. 

So, to those singing the chorus of Shame on You, let me sum this up.

It took me 60,000 plus words to find the courage to write the five paragraphs that were me, slaying that dragon. Most readers will skim right past them and never see the real monster here. But I see it. And this story is the place, the only place, where I ever came close to beating it. So fuck you. The rest? Pure stepbrother, pseudo-incest. 

Enjoy. 

To those who can spot the real monster with no trouble at all, despite its camo clothing, I say, take my hand. I grew up in an era where women realized that tearing each other down was the real devil’s handiwork, not sex, or sex books, or sex thoughts, however taboo. 

What the fuck happened to the rest of you?

~E

Chapter One
[image: image]
I re-read the college application with a sigh. Eyeing the clock, I set the laptop aside and jumped off the couch, leaving the browser window open. Stalking to the front door, I jerked it open and peered outside. A car I’d never seen pulled into a parking space in front of our apartment building.

“Dammit, Mom,” I grumbled, dismissing the unfamiliar vehicle. Turning to scan the street again, I prayed I’d see our faded gold Kia. No luck there, but a glimpse of auburn hair drew my attention to the strange car at the foot of the stairs again.

“Mom?”

My mother opened the door and jumped out, waving me down the stairs with an excited squeal. “Come see the new car!” 

Relief swept through me. A new car meant no more anxious moments after work, jiggling the ignition and praying the ten-year-old vehicle would start. 

“What kind is it?” We’d been hoping to trade for a newer model Kia. This was definitely no Kia. 

“Volkswagen Passat.” 

The luxurious interior smelled so good, my head swam when I slid behind the wheel. We’d never had leather seats before, but the flashy two-tone gray seemed out of character for her. “Why’re there two brake pedals?” I caressed the top of the leather-wrapped steering wheel, eying accessories we’d never been able to afford. The interior looked better than any used car we’d ever had. I didn’t see a cigarette burn. No stains on the carpet floor mats. Not a single scratch marred the plastic parts. 

She laughed. “It’s a manual transmission, Shelby. That’s a clutch, not a brake pedal.”

I blinked and turned to peer at her. “But... I don’t know how to drive a stick.”

“Dale will teach you.” Her smug smile made me want to slap her.

Anger shut off my breath. Some kids have mothers who drink or who eat Valium like candy. My mother got off on staring into the eyes of a beautiful liar and thinking she’d be the one to tame his wild ways. Bad boys were her drug of choice. This latest one was no different from the rest, I was sure. I hadn’t met him yet, but they’d taken off for parts unknown two weekends in a row. Every time she brought him up, I changed the topic. He’d last the same six months as all the rest before she’d OD on all the broken promises and ‘loans till payday’ that never got repaid. Why bother? 

I glared at the extra pedal in the floorboard. Did the asshole sell Volkswagens? Why else would she buy a damn car I couldn’t drive? Jerking around to peer into the back seat, my heart nearly stopped when I caught sight of the sticker affixed to the side window. Even reading through the translucent paper, I had no trouble making out the hefty sticker price. Who was this guy? Why had she let him talk her into something she’d regret? 

How was she going to help me with college expenses if she’d gone over the amount we’d budgeted for a car payment? 

“Well, saying your boyfriend will teach me to drive a stick doesn’t help get me to work on time, does it?” I spun to fix her with an accusing look. “And how can you afford a forty thousand dollar car?”

Tears gleamed in her eyes, but I couldn’t generate much sympathy. She could be so impulsive. Since my grandmother’s death, eight months ago, I’d lost my only ally in forcing my mother to be a responsible adult. 

When she had no response, I reminded myself I didn’t have time for this. “I need your debit card, please. Seventy-five dollars. Pay you back tomorrow. The deadline to apply to UNC-Wilmington is midnight tonight.

While we traded glares, a huge black truck pulled into the space on my right. A tall man in a baseball cap got out of the vehicle and walked up to Mom. He slid an arm around her waist and kissed her flushed cheek. She beamed. “Shelby, this is Dale Hannah. Dale, this is my daughter, Shelby.”

So not the time to show off a new boyfriend. I got out of the car and slammed the door. “Hello. Nice to meet you, Dale.” I gave the stranger a polite smile. “Sorry to run, but I’ll be late to work if I don’t leave in three minutes. And it looks like someone needs to drive me,” I gritted through clenched teeth.

Dismissing him, I focused on my mother. “Did you hear me? If I don’t get that college application in today, I’ll miss the deadline. I can give it back to you after two a.m., when my paycheck hits my account.”

“You need money for a college fee?” The man reached for the back pocket of his jeans. 

Unease trickled down my spine when he pulled a credit card out of his wallet and extended the shiny plastic rectangle in my direction. “Here, use this.”

I cut Mom another look. Why was she just standing there like a dolt? I made the protest on her behalf. “Uh, thanks, but we have it handled.”

The man cocked a brow and half-turned to her. She cleared her throat. “First things first. Let’s go inside.” 

I dashed ahead, racing up the stars to grab my purse. Just hold it together and get out of here. Don’t say something I’ll regret later. Maybe I can talk her into returning the damn car tomorrow.

When I was halfway down the stairs, she raised her eyes to mine and pointed to the new chaise we’d splurged on with the income tax refund. “Sit down, Shelby. I have something to tell you.”

Dread turned my feet to cement blocks. Heart hammering, I made it downstairs and perched on the side of the chair. Her eyes had that tense look that meant bad news. Had she lost her job? Buying a new car, only to be fired a few hours later, was what passed for luck in our family. 

She extended her left hand. A square-cut diamond glinted from her left finger. I stared at the wide band behind it. “Dale and I got married today.” 

A joke? Lifting my eyes from the ring, I took my first good look at the man. His hair was neatly trimmed around his ears, but when he whipped off the baseball cap, a thick ebony wave fell over his brow. Not a speck of gray showed around his temples. Friendly blue eyes met my scrutiny. His tanned face suggested he worked outdoors. A five o’clock shadow shaded a square chin with a cleft in the center. His build suggested a background in athletics. Just her type. 

He was attractive in a throwback, Elvis sort of way, minus the sneer. His polo shirt had a logo embroidered on the left chest. A rippling pair of black-and-white checkered flags crossed under gold letters. I had to squint to read the words. Ridenhour Race Team. He settled the matching cap back on his head.

The trickle of unease swelled to a river. I looked back to my mother. “But—”

“Macy, let me.” He squeezed Mom’s hand. A matching band glinted from his third finger.

She tipped her face to his. The trademark ‘helpless’ smile she only used around men made me want to hurl. “Please.”

He turned the full force of those eyes on me. The pleading look only put me more on guard. “Shelby, the minute I stopped to help a stranded motorist and laid eyes on your mama, I knew she was the woman I’d been waitin’ for all my life.”

“And this revelation happened... when?” I couldn’t help my tart tone. 

“Four weeks ago today.”

Even Macy Roberts, hopeless romantic and single mother, wouldn’t marry a guy she’d only known a month. Not after all the times she’d been burned. I burst out laughing and got to my feet. 

“Good one, Mom. You really had me going for a minute. Seriously, I gotta go. Can’t be late again or Sam’ll fire me. Can you just enter the card number on that application and hit ‘send’ after you drive me to work? You guys can laugh after I’m gone.”

I hustled to the door and yanked it open, only to come to a complete halt. Four long, interlocked legs criss-crossed the small stoop. Two legs were clad in faded denim, complete with ripped-out knees. Gray sweats clung to the other set. I drew up short and looked from one side of the porch to the other. A mannequin leaned on each railing—male, but too good-looking to be anything but life-sized plaster figurines. 

The one on my left was the spitting image of the man on the couch, except the eyes that raked me were black. The tips of the other’s close-cropped hair glowed nearly white in the fading sunlight, but he appraised me with blue eyes identical to Dale’s. Same dimple in his chin. 

“Gotta love a redhead. You Shelby?” the blond demanded. 

My mouth went dry and my ovaries shouted, Holy hotness! Pewter hair dusted his pecs and trailed his centerline, disappearing underneath the elastic waistband of his baggy sweatpants—sweatpants that barely clung to slim hips. I couldn’t take my eyes off the ropes of muscle outlining his hipbones. Is he wearing an athletic cup? He had the look of a football player. God, how I hate jocks.

He shoved his fingers into the waistband. Is he touching himself?

I jerked my eyes to his face, cursing my pale complexion. He smirked when heat swept my cheeks. “Y-yes.”

“Hey, girl. I’m Colt.” He tipped his head toward the silent one. “That’s Caine. Guess we’re all movin’ in together.” His lips twisted in amusement. 

A heavy sigh dragged my attention to the dark-haired brother. His red T-shirt had been cropped in a ragged line just below the arms, but the front bore a large version of the racing logo his father wore. Or the top half of it, anyway. He lifted his shoulders and raked his palm up and down... was that four pairs of lovely bulges? “Parents. What’cha gon’ do?”

Either Mom had dragged a pair exotic dancers along as props for her joke, or—

“We used to beg Dad for a little sister.” When I jerked my gaze toward Colt to see if he was being sarcastic, he grinned and dragged a thumbnail down a jaw gleaming with golden scruff. “That’s been so long ago, I reckon he forgot the ‘little’ part.”

I dragged the edges of my sweater across my chest, hoping to hide the way my nipples beaded. And how small my breasts were.

Caine interlaced his fingers and stretched his arms, cracking his knuckles. His act dragged my attention to the dark happy trail and eight-pack—yes, that’s definitely an eight-pack. “They ready for us to get the boxes out of the trailer? We’re burning daylight.”

He gestured toward yet another matching pickup idling behind the cars parked in front of our building. A long black trailer hitched to the rear bumper blocked the neighbor’s vehicles.

Mom had lost her mind if she thought she could spring this bogus marriage shit on me and move us out of our place all in the same day. “And where do you think we’re going?”

“Concord.” He named a small city about an hour away from our home on the south side of Charlotte. “But not in the city limits. I’d say it’s....”—he tipped his head and frowned, like he was thinking, and that took effort—“’bout, fifteen minutes past the racetrack.”

I spun. “Mom? You can’t be serious! I don’t have time to deal with this right now. I’m going to be late for work!”

Dale cleared his throat. “As I was sayin, Shelby. I asked your mama last weekend, what in the hell are we waitin’ for? So, we went to the courthouse and got married today. Every man in my house works hard, so you and your mama won’t have to.” I searched his face, but saw no sign of deception. As if he read the doubt in my eyes, he added, “I’m serious about payin’ for that application, Shelby. This one and any other you need to send. It’ll be a real honor to have a college graduate in the family.”

Every man in my house? What does that mean? 

“Can I speak to you in the kitchen?” I glared at my mother. 

She fixed me with a pleading look, but I stalked out of the room. Halting in front of the refrigerator, I stared at the notice pinned to the front. Our lease was up and the new management company was raising the rent by a hundred dollars a month. 

Surely, she hadn’t married this guy for a place to live and a new car? Yes, the extra money every month would be a struggle, but she was using a sledgehammer to kill a gnat. 

She came around the corner and I stabbed the paper. “When I said you could get a roommate, I was kidding!” Our biggest disagreement had been where I was to attend college. She wanted me to go to UNC-Charlotte and live at home. I wanted to go to anywhere else. Wasn’t the best part of college living on campus?  

She shook her head and grabbed my hand. “Shelby, I know you’re upset. I should’ve prepared you. I asked him if we could all get together for dinner. That’s when he popped the question. He’s my dream man. We both raised our kids with no help from anyone. We’d both given up on dating. And then we found each other, and after Dale said ‘why wait’, he had the ring in his pocket and... you’ll go off to college and—” She burst into tears. 

The words she’d omitted hung in the air. You’ll go off to college... and I’ll be alone.

“Honey, moving into Dale’s house only affects you for a few months. Shelby, the old car died today. And Dale just took it right in stride. He told me to quit my job, and then we got married, and on the way back from the courthouse, he bought me that car.”

Something was off. Way off. Like, why hadn’t she asked me to be a witness at her wedding? Why marry this man before she introduced us? 

“Mom, he’s....” Too good to be true. She had horrible taste in men. The more likely they were to break her heart, the more irresistible she found them.

She grabbed a paper towel and dabbed her eyes. “I know what you’re thinking. He’s not that guy, Shelby. He’s not like—”

“The competition skateboarder who knocked you up and then couldn’t leave the state fast enough after you told him about me?” I dropped my voice to a harsh whisper. “Or Neil, the sky diving instructor? You’re telling me he’s not like the air marshal, or the SWAT dude? This one’s into stock car racing, huh? How does that not fit the profile? He’s got ‘bad boy’ written all over him, Mom.” Not to mention his two mini-me’s you think I’m supposed to live with.

After she used the C-word—commitment—and these guys moved on to greener pastures, she’d cry in my arms and swear off bad boys forever. “Forever” had been about three years this time. She’d been on the wagon for so long, I’d let my guard down. 

Her nails bit into my arm. “This one married me, Shelby. I love him. He loves me. We’re moving in with them. And that’s all there is to it.”

“Them?” I narrowed my eyes.

“Dale’s sons live at home.”

“Those two Chippendale dancers on the front porch?” I hissed. “You want me to move in with them?”

Her troubled expression cleared. “Oh, Shelby, they’re the nicest young men.” 

Could she be more clueless? Unless Dale’s house rivaled the Biltmore House in size, not looking at them in a most unsisterly way was going to require poking my eyes out. 

“You girls all right?” Dale stepped into the kitchen. “Can the boys start hauling stuff to the trailer, Macy?” He moved closer and his expression became troubled. “Shelby, I know it’s a lot to put on you. Just give us a chance, sweetheart. It’ll be an adjustment for everybody, but Caine already cleared out his room so you can have a bigger closet.”

I blinked and whirled on Mom. “So they knew this was coming, but I didn’t?”

“Shelby, honey, you rush out of the house as soon as I bring the car home. We barely have time to say hello. Then you get home after midnight and I’m asleep. When was I supposed to tell you?” Her voice rose to a wail.

Dale slipped an arm around her shoulder. “Shh, shh, sweetheart. Don’t cry, Macy. We’re gonna do something about that. You don’t work, as of now, Shelby. So you can call up your boss and tell him you quit. Your mama turned in her resignation today. Y’all are gonna have all the time I can give you to spend together before you go off to school this fall. I know Macy wants that more’n anything. It’s my pleasure to make that happen.”

“You’re driving me back and forth to school,” I hissed, raising the first objection that came to mind. “I am not going to transfer.”

“I got something to say about that, too,” Dale interjected. “Your momma told me what happened last month. I gotta say, if you get suspended again for slappin’ some asshole who can’t keep his hands to himself, I’d go to jail for shootin’ the sonofabitch. West Mecklenburg’s a rough school and we all know it.”

He raked his hand through his hair. “The local high school’s just about in our back yard. No more’n eight hundred students. And what’s more, I know the parents of every damn kid there. Nobody’s gonna lay a hand on you without him or his daddy—or both—answerin’ to me. So, yes, you will transfer.” His eyes blazed and the set to his jaw dared me to contradict his edict. “I know you don’t participate in after school stuff, and not just because of your job. You don’t feel safe there, Shelby. Admit it.”

There were more than eight hundred in my senior class. Most days, I was terrified at school. I didn’t even use the restroom at school if I could help it, but I’d have bitten my tongue off rather than admit that to this man. 

“Listen, I’ve raised a couple of teenagers. Don’t dig in your heels just to do it, okay? And if you’ll work with me on this, on putting’ your mama’s mind at rest about you bein’ safe, I’ll see if I can’t help you talk her into lettin’ you go away to college come fall. Deal?” He stuck out his hand. 

Had she persuaded Dale to bring Hot Thing One and Hot Thing Two along because she knew I’d hesitate to show my ass in front of two guys my own age? When I got her alone—

The weirdest part was that she’d always leaped small buildings to stop me from hanging out with guys who had chest hair and had to shave every day. “They’ll ask for too much, Shelby,”

And now, she was asking me to just walk off into the sunset with some ready-made family. Were those two clowns on the porch supposed to be the bait?

I could hardly wait for this to go wrong. How long could that take? Two months? Three at most?

I stared at their interlocked hands and bit back the objections sizzling on my tongue. “I can’t believe this is happening.” I shoved past them, stalked across the living room, and stuck my head out the front door. Neither half-naked stepbrother was visible. “Looks like I need boxes,” I yelled.

A dirty-blond head popped out of the back of the trailer. “Comin’ right up, little sister.” 

Eying the hard body that sprang out of the trailer with an armload of cardboard, I sensed that safety was an illusion. Nothing about this situation seemed sane or safe. 

Chapter Two

[image: image]

Dale and his sons worked like a well-oiled team. In under three hours, with me and Mom packing boxes and them doing the heavy lifting, we’d emptied the apartment. I staggered down the stairs, clutching my laptop bag and a lampshade. Colt took the stairs three at a time and made a grab for the bag.

I jerked it out of reach. “I can handle this one.”

“Don’t wanna hear it if Dad sees you liftin’ something.” He grinned. “Better treat her like a princess. Those were his words.” He held out his hand and waggled his fingers. “C’mon. Give it up, Shelby.”

He stood two steps below me, so we were eye to eye. His cologne was subtle, not the dime store stench I’d have guessed him to wear. Heat raced over my skin. For the first time, I almost understood my mother’s pathological attraction to pretty boys. Something flickered in his eyes and he didn’t quite stifle his smirk. Was he flirting? 

“You do everything your daddy tells you to do?”

“When it suits me.” He wrapped his hand around my wrist, prying one finger at a time off the handle. The firm, gentle grip from such a calloused hand sent shivers down my spine. With a last look into my eyes, he turned and jogged down the stairs, leaping the final four steps and landing with bent knees. He sauntered out the door. Yeah, you think I’m looking at your ass, don’t you, hot stuff? 

“Put that in the car, please.” I scanned the living room. The kitchen was empty, as were both bedrooms and the upstairs bath. Lights flicked out upstairs and Mom appeared on the landing. Pausing with her hand on the light switch, she leaned down to lift her purse off the floor.

“Well, I think that’s it. We can talk on the way, honey. You ride with me.”

Who did she think I’d ride with? Just the thought of being alone in a vehicle with either of my new stepbrothers made my heart do an out-of-control jig. I rushed down the stairs and stepped outside, just in time to see Caine hoist the trailer’s fold-down ramp door. I swallowed hard. Though it was fully dark by now, the rig’s taillights glowed, throwing his rippling muscles into high relief. 

No matter what kind of doublewide trailer I feared Mom was dragging us to, the view was bound to be incredible. A quiet voice whispered in the back of my mind. Wait till the other shoe drops. 

Dale leaned against the Volkswagen’s front fender. He couldn’t take his eyes off Mom as she locked the door and hurried down the sidewalk. I landed in the passenger seat of the new car with a tired sigh. They kissed so long, I rolled my eyes. He opened her door, leaning in to peck her on the cheek after she slid behind the wheel.

“Buckle up. Precious cargo.” He pushed her door lock down and slammed the door.

She jabbed the key into the ignition, but I spied her pleased smile. These two were like... like any newlyweds, I supposed. His grammar wasn’t perfect, but he had the chivalry thing down to a science. Before I found the end of my belt, Mom muttered, “What the heck?”

“What’s wrong?”

She wrenched the key. The only sound I heard was the idling truck behind us. 

“Did you leave the headlights on?” A dead battery equaled a dead car. That was the extent of my mechanical knowledge.

“They turn off automatically.” A few parking spaces to Mom’s left, Caine and Colt were getting into the truck Dale had arrived in. 

Colt yelled, “Problem, Macy?”

She pressed the button to lower the window. It didn’t respond. “Dammit,” she muttered, slinging her door open again. The dome light didn’t come on. I realized it hadn’t lit when I got in, either. I’d just been too cross-eyed with lust and anger to notice. 

Caine jogged down the sidewalk. Mom explained the problem. “Pop the hood, Macy. Sounds like a loose wire. Colt, bring a flashlight.” 

The three males huddled beneath the hood, urging Mom to try the switch a few times. “Fuck it,” Caine said, slamming the hood. “Can’t see shit in the dark.”

Colt elbowed his father. “Brand new car don’t crank? I’d make ‘em take it back and give her another one. I mean, we can fix it, but—why bother? It’s under warranty.” 

When Dale muttered his agreement, Colt slammed the hood. To my surprise, the blond came to my door. Opening it, he cocked his arm on the top edge and grinned, hand extended. “Your carriage awaits, princess. But you gotta straddle the gear shift.”

“I can ride in the truck with Mom and Dale,” I protested. 

“C’mon.” He grabbed my hand. A jolt of electricity staggered up my arm. “Give the newlyweds a break.” 

I waited for Mom to protest, but Dale was murmuring in her ear. She paid me no attention.

Reluctantly, I followed Colt to the truck. Behind us, I heard Dale’s chuckle. A sharp slap made me turn to see his hand gripping her butt. “You know the rule, Macy. Need a ride? That’s gonna cost you. Gas or ass, babe?”

I shuddered when she giggled like a thirteen-year-old. Had he used that line to pick her up? I swung my legs out of the car. Ignoring the outstretched hand, I edged around my new stepbrother. Bet that bare chest isn’t a fashion statement. I hope all his shirts are dirty. Mom despised doing laundry.

Colt and his mile-long legs beat me to the truck, yanking the truck door open with a grin and a pair of raised brows. I climbed into the tall vehicle, very aware of the way his appraising gaze raked my buttocks. 

The seating configuration made me pause, bent in an uncomfortable position. Bucket seats bracketed a wide console. Cup holders fronted the console, eating up the space where my feet might go. While I tried to figure out where they meant me to sit, Caine peered down the front of my shirt. When I huffed, he lifted dark, unrepentant eyes to mine and flipped the console up. I eased into the narrow spot. Clutching my laptop case to my chest, I stared out the windshield and blinked back tears. Their shoulders took up most of the room, pushing mine forward. Not touching them was impossible.

“Seat belt.” Caine paused with his hand on the keys. 

I slid my left hand underneath me, uncaring that I elbowed him in the ribs when I wrestled the buckle from under me. Meanwhile, on my right, Colt slid his hand under my thigh, presumably seeking the other end of the belt. 

“I can do it,” I snapped, slinging my bag into his lap. The soft bag had reinforced corners. One corner caught Colt in the groin, to my extreme satisfaction. He let out a loud ‘oof!’ and jerked forward. 

He turned toward me. When he smiled, hot and slow, my brain screamed, Predator! “You wanna play with my nuts, Red? Just ask.” 

“Keep your hands to yourself and we won’t have a problem,” I snapped.

“Oh, girl, I can tell you right now, if that’s how it is, we already have a problem.” He slammed his door. Caine closed his with a snicker. The cab went dark. Trapped with two male animals put me on red alert. This is nuts. 

“What happened to all the little sister talk?” I jerked my chin up. “Treat her like a princess, remember?”

“Well, now, look around. Do you see Dad?” My heart hammered like crazy when Colt slid a huge hand around my knee and gave the joint a squeeze. I tried to form the words to tell him to stop, but in the back of my mind, I knew he wouldn’t listen. The man had a wild current about him that was hard to define, but my senses read it easily. His touch both tickled and annoyed, but I stifled the reflex to jerk, mainly because I sensed he wanted to make me jerk.

“Besides, when he told us about you, he didn’t say you’d be hot.” He traced the inner seam of my jeans, moving boldly up my thigh. “And who says I won’t treat you like a princess?”

My nipples hardened. I honestly turned wet from the casual, yet possessive touch. The sensation had never happened to me before. I was being practically molested without my consent—in front of an audience—and my body was in favor of the idea. I knew what I felt was arousal, but I’d never felt anything so strong and I had no idea how to handle the sensation. But a dawning horror invaded my mind. I had to live with these two. As brothers. 

Under my mother’s watchful eye. I didn’t know if that last part was a good thing, or a bad one. Just as fast, I thought, Whatever. It’d serve her right. How can she do this to me? 

“So unfucking fair.” I blinked when Colt voiced my next thought. His hand continued its upward path until his thumb rested at the junction of my thigh. His fingers were tantalizingly close to my sex, but he didn’t take that last inch. My heartbeat moved to a spot between my thighs. The beat was so strong, I wondered if he could hear it—or feel it. “Caine’ll tell you. What’s my one weakness, brother?”

“Redheads.” Caine jerked the transmission into reverse and spun out of the parking space. When he shifted into drive, he lifted his arm and slid it behind my back. I didn’t see anywhere else for him to put it, except on my other thigh, so I bit the inside of my cheek.

Like father, like son, I guess. Ignore him. Them. 

Easier said than done when my body was doing the Macarena. 

I cleared my throat. “So, do y’all go to this high school Dale’s making me transfer to?” 

“Graduated,” they chorused. “Two years ago. Well, goin’ on three now, I guess.” Colt added.

“Both of you?” The heat from Colt’s hand seeped through my jeans and Caine’s arm generated so much warmth on the back of my neck, I began to sweat. When we passed the rig, Caine raised a finger to wave to Dale, who still had to jockey the trailer out of the narrow lane between the apartment buildings. My mother’s face went by in a blur. I felt like I’d tumbled into the tiger cage at the zoo, and all Mom did was smile and wave as Caine raced out of the apartment complex and into the dark night.

“Yep. Both of us.” Colt gave my thigh a gentle squeeze. I ached to squeeze my thighs together, but figured he’d know why, so I didn’t.

“Twins?” I forced the breathless question past dry lips. “Or one of you failed a grade?”

Caine laughed, but Colt answered. “Nope. Wrong on both counts. We were born five months apart.”

My brain refused to work out the solution. “H-how is that possible?”

“Different mothers. Duh.” He punctuated the answer with another squeeze. Okay, now, if he moved his hand, he might hit a wet spot. How humiliating would that be? 

I’d pegged Dale for a bad boy, but knocking up two women five months apart? “Lovely.”

“Macy don’t need to worry. Caine’s mama left town as soon as she got out of the hospital and threw him out on Dad’s doorstep. Mine didn’t want me in her way, so she handed me off to Dad. She lives in town, but I doubt he’d spit on her if she was on fire. She got knocked up again when I was about three.” Anger lurked beneath his casual tone. 

I couldn’t believe my mother knew any of this. And at the same time, I could almost hear her excusing it by saying it happened two decades ago. 

People change.

People like me, the angry touch-me-not who’d been suspended from school for five days for slapping a guy who’d done a lot less than Colt was doing now? My unsettled feeling grew. In that moment, I was as much a stranger to myself as they were to me.

“I guess you guys are upset about this sudden marriage, too?” 

“Nah. I mean, unless your mom’s a head case?”

At the moment, that was too close to call. “No. But this is pretty sudden.”

“I guess it might seem so. But we know Dad. It’s in his blood.” Colt gave my thigh another squeeze. Despite the darkness, the dials on the dash revealed his intent stare. “A Hannah man sees something he wants, he don’t stop till it belongs to him.”

My heart raced and it took Colt a long time to turn away. 

“You guys seem... I guess you’re used to moving new stepmothers into your place in the middle of the night?”

Colt sighed. “Nope. This is a first. Just gonna roll with it. I figure Macy’s cookin’s gotta beat Caine’s.” He turned to stare at my profile again. “Every man needs a woman.”

My body sang the answering phrase. My eyes had adjusted, letting me see that he turned and smiled, like his body heard mine. 

Chapter Three
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When we reached the interstate, Colt withdrew his hand, but propped his forearm on my knee. Since there didn’t seem to be anywhere else for him to put it, I refrained from comment, but suppressed a sigh of relief. “So, what’s Ridenhour Racing?”

“Only the hottest race team in NASCAR at the moment.”

NASCAR? I bit my lip. My mother had outdone herself this time. I associated NASCAR with tobacco-chewing rednecks who dropped out of school in the eighth grade. I sure as hell couldn’t see how anyone thought driving around in a circle for five hundred miles qualified as a sport. I shifted my worries to what kind of living quarters she was dragging me to, but asking seemed rude when I could just wait and see. 

Instead, I turned to Colt’s earlier words. Who says I won’t treat you like a princess? He acted like our getting... involved... was a foregone conclusion. I wanted to laugh that off. He reeked of bad boy, but I had to admit, I found him attractive. They were both attractive, but I supposed Colt had my attention because he was more talkative. 

The cab was redolent with testosterone, ‘new car’ air freshener, and cologne. I thought I smelled tobacco, but neither lit up. Or dipped, or chewed, or whatever that nasty habit was called. 

So far.

“So, do y’all work for your dad?”

Caine’s snicker puzzled me, but Colt snapped. “Hell, no. Caine works at a custom shop in town. I drive a forklift at the cigarette plant.” I supposed he meant the Phillip Morris plant that’d sent a recruiter to my high school career day. I hadn’t bothered with the table, so had no comment. I didn’t know what a custom shop might be. Fearing the answer might be long and boring, I didn’t ask.

Trying to break the spell Colt seemed to have over me, I turned to Caine. “I’m sorry you had to give up your room. We can swap back, if you like. I won’t be there long enough for it to matter. Really.”

I felt the gesture when he lifted his shoulder, since his arm rested on my shoulders. “Nah.”

Colt laughed. “After totin’ all those bags stuffed with your clothes, seems like a good idea now. Ain’t that right, Caine?” Colt’s fingers dangled off the front of my knee. He gripped my jeans and gave them a tug. “Where do you think you’re goin’, little sister?”

“College,” I assured him. “As soon as I can get there.”

Caine snorted. “You had to ask? Or wasn’t that you, Colt, bitching under box load after box load of books?” 

So, was it just me this brother didn’t talk to?

I seized the final, most obvious topic. “What do you think is wrong with Mom’s car?”

Caine muttered, “It’s a damn import, for starters.”

Colt grabbed his cell phone off the dash. After a moment, he announced, “They’ve had a lot of problems with the ignition system. Should do a recall, but, they haven’t yet.” He slung the phone back on the dash. “Not signing up to rewire an ignition. It’s under warranty. The dealership can fix it. Dad must’ve been lost in Macy’s big green eyes to not check out that shit before he plunked down hard-earned cash.”

If it’s defective.... “Maybe she can take it back and get something automatic.”

Colt crowed. “Aw, baby sister, what’s the matter? Can’t drive a stick?”

I shook my head. 

“We’ll teach you. Every woman should know how to drive a manual transmission,” Colt assured me.

“Why? I don’t know a soul who has a manual transmission.”

“Well,”—he replaced his hand on my knee—“it gives a man hope when a woman can drive a stick.”

“Hope? Of what?”

Caine shook with silent laughter, making me dread the answer. 

“Hope that she knows her way around a different kind of stick, if you get my drift,” Colt drawled. Heat from his palm seeped through my jeans. Sweat popped out between my breasts.

This was like being back in sixth grade, only my hormones were better developed. 

Though the ride up the interstate seemed interminable, when Caine eventually took the exit for Highway 49, the four-lane road led past Lowe’s Motor Speedway, and ultimately, the University of North Carolina branch Mom wanted me to attend. 

Perhaps ten minutes later, he turned onto a curving two-lane road, only to turn again onto a dirt lane. My heart fell. An unpaved road seemed to confirm my worst suspicions. 

When Caine slowed and turned into a long, sloping drive, I couldn’t tell much about the house from the splash of headlights, but I formed a fast impression of a big one-story, ranch-style house. Not a double-wide. I went weak with relief. Thick round columns lined a narrow front porch, and the house seemed to be built of brick. Caine braked to a halt beside a set of stairs that led to a deck. A doorbell glowed, indicating a side door. 

In the splash of his headlights before they were extinguished, I made out the squared rear end of a red sports car. The concrete drive curved out of sight. Peering under the deck, I spied clipped grass. The tops of three more cars were visible, underneath a wide carport attached to the rear of the house. One had some kind of canvas cover. Woods ringed the place on all sides, limiting my view. When Caine cut the motor and opened his door, an unfamiliar sound made me ask, “What’s that noise?”

“What noise? Don’t hear nothin’ but crickets.” Colt frowned. 

Then, another set of headlights appeared. Tiny red lights and safety stickers glowed, outlining the trailer. To my relief, Colt opened his door and slid out. He bounded up the deck steps and into the house. Lights flicked on, but the windows were too high to see inside the house. 

Caine strode across the front yard, so I followed him. The truck and trailer passed the house, but brake lights flared. Dale followed Caine’s hand signals, reversing the big rig across the grass. When Caine yelled, “Whoa!” Dale had maneuvered the rear end of the trailer into perfect alignment with the front door. Caine lowered the tailgate onto the front porch, clearing the steps. Colt opened the front door. 

Unsure what to do, I waited for my mother to get out Dale’s truck. She peered around the far side of the trailer with a broad smile. “You’re going to love this house, Shelby.”

I blinked. She’d seen it?

Caine swept a hand toward the front door. “Go on in. You’d just be in the way.” Since neatly trimmed shrubs fronted the porch, he had to help me onto the metal ramp. Touching him didn’t give me the same weird jolt as touching Colt, but my shoes were wet from walking through the grass and I slipped on the diamond-tread metal. He caught me with one hand to the waist, just as the front porch light flared to life. 

I didn’t have time to decide whether Caine’s eyes were truly black. As soon as I had my feet under me, he let go and turned away, reaching a hand to help Mom climb onto the ramp. “Be careful now, little mama. Shelby already slipped.”

I skidded down the sloping metal ramp, eying the long black shutters and the broken tile that covered the porch. Colt stood in the doorway, moving aside, but not stepping out. The way his eyes flashed, I suspected he was forcing me to decide whether to touch him again, or make a big deal out of not touching him. I brushed by with my nose in the air and tripped over the doorjamb. He just threw out one arm and hauled me to his side. I felt like a child, or a sack of potatoes. He shook with laughter, but at least it was the silent sort. “You ain’t as big as a minute, are you? Do you still shop in the kid’s section?”

Cheeks afire, I jerked free. “No, I wear a junior’s size.” Okay, a zero Petite, but that was still a junior’s size.

The foyer boasted a cheap light fixture, a slab of rock that formed a wall shelf, and beautiful parquet tile. Colt had rolled up the small rug, I supposed, since one leaned in the corner. I peered into a long room to the right. There wasn’t any furniture, but racing memorabilia hung on every wall.

“See, Shelby, our furniture will go right in here,” Mom gushed, coming up behind me. I said nothing. 

“They moved the furniture that was in here into the den, and their den stuff downstairs.” I tuned out her nervous chatter, withholding judgment until I saw the room Caine had given up for me. She led me through a door off the far end of the living room. Her comment, “We’ll buy a dining room table, of course,” told me this part of the long space was designed as an eating area. The depressions in the carpet weren’t from any table, but the tan pile was spotless.

I couldn’t care less what she and Dale bought. I eyed another tacky light fixture and clenched my hands into fists.

The kitchen had all the conveniences, including a larger refrigerator than I’d ever seen in a private home. A bar with stools divided the kitchen from a breakfast nook. I presumed the door opened onto the deck where we’d parked, so I turned the other way. The family room was huge, and I wasn’t surprised by the curved screen, flat-panel television that had to be sixty inches or wider. 

The black leather couch, loveseat, and recliner were either the most practical choices ever made by three single guys, or hideous, depending on one’s point of view. I was in the latter camp.

Mom led me down a hallway. I paused at the foyer entrance, unable to resist peeking at the line of broad shoulders and narrow hips as the guys stood on the porch and Dale explained where our things were to go.

“You’ll have to share this bath with the boys.” Mom felt for the light switch and I wondered if she realized she spoke as if they were six-year-olds. 

I studied the long counter, twin sinks, and unremarkable tub and shower surround. The white tile had gold specks. A bottle of Hugo Boss sat between the sinks, alongside matching hair gel and deodorant. Add the expected tube of Crest, and there wasn’t a speck of room for makeup, or a hair dryer, or any of my stuff. 

I spun away, confronting a closed door across the hall.

“And this is the room Caine gave up for you.” She gripped my shoulder. “Cross my heart and hope to die, we’ll redecorate, first thing.” She turned the knob and I held my breath. I couldn’t see a thing except the front porch light shining through a pair of long windows until Mom slid her hand over the wall and located the switch. The overhead fixture came on. I stared in horror. 

Heavy boots tromped down the ramp out front, then steps sounded in the foyer, but I didn’t care who heard when I rounded on Mom. “You’d better love him within an inch of your damn life. I never want to hear one single bad thing that he’s done, do you hear me? If he makes you cry, you better grit your teeth and smile if it kills you.”

Behind me, Dale cleared his throat. “Everything okay, girls?”

“Just fine,” I said brightly. Rage burned in my breast. “And I need that credit card when you get a chance.”

Chapter Four
[image: image]
“Oh, my God, look at the time! Shelby! Get up, honey. You’ve missed the bus.” A shriek and a giggle followed Mom’s call. I rolled onto my back with a grimace. Newlyweds. 

A week later, Mom’s car was still at the dealership. She refused to even try to drive the other cars here. Being the only senior on the bus seemed less humiliating than asking Colt or Caine for a ride to school. Dale left for work far too early to ask him. I supposed today, someone would drive me.

The shower ran full blast in the bathroom across the hall, so no point in jumping out of bed. Nice, guys. Be sure to use up all the hot water. Again. My stepbrothers hadn’t gotten the hang of making allowances for me. Neither would I, in their shoes, so I didn’t bother complaining. I’d spent most of the last week hiding in my room, daring my mother to drag me out and force me to be polite. Or daring Colt to come in and get me. I wasn’t sure which.

So far, neither had taken up my silent challenge.

Dale’s laughter rumbled through the wall. “Already late. Power must’ve blinked. Few more minutes ain’t gonna hurt. C’mere, gorgeous.”

“Dale! Now?” A sharp slap followed Mom’s breathless admonition. 

“Hell, yeah. Right now.”

I studied the popcorn ceiling, wishing the walls were thicker. I was sure these had more insulation or whatever than anywhere we’d lived, it was just so quiet out here in the boondocks. Five months. Just five months and I’ll be off to college. I can do anything for five months. 

I was still hurt that she’d gotten married without having me as her maid of honor, but I guessed a quickie at the Cabarrus County courthouse didn’t require attendants or witnesses. 

Okay, so it hadn’t happened on my ideal timetable, but she’d met someone. Now I could go away to school and not worry about her.

But first, I had to get ready for another day at a high school where no one spoke to me. I’d been the new girl often enough to know it sucked. But being the new girl as a senior? This late in the year? Major suckage. The kids here made no effort to talk to me, like it was written on my face that I’d be gone after graduation and never look back. 

I sat up, rubbing my eyes. The girlish, white French provincial furniture I’d grown up with looked out of place in this room. I was grateful for the larger closet—again, the largest I’d ever had by far—but Caine’s idea of interior design was black-and-white checkerboard wallpaper border at hip level, separating the glossy red paint at the top of the walls from the flat black at the bottom. Square black speakers stared from the corners near the ceiling. He’d taken the stereo, of course. 

Every day after school, Mom talked about painting the room until I snapped, “Why bother? As soon as college starts, he can have it back.” I didn’t want to think too hard about how many girls Caine might’ve lured in after midnight through the big windows that nearly touched the floor and opened onto the porch. For that matter, Dale might not care if his grown sons had their girlfriends come right through the side door and bring an overnight bag.

Unlike Mom, the Hannah family seemed that kind of laid back. 

Speculating about Colt and Caine’s behavior was one thing. Sharing a bathroom with my new stepbrothers was something else entirely. Every time I stumbled over a pair of knit jockey shorts, I couldn’t resist picking them up and wondering which stepbrother dropped them. I knew the thrill that raced through me when I held them to my nose was wrong. I figured my lust would send me straight to Hell, but what a way to go. 

One thing had kept me sane to this point—masturbation. My sex life was finally in hyper drive, if only in my mind.

The shower turned off. I thought I heard footsteps going down the hall, but the thick carpeting had fooled me before. After a couple of unexpected collisions with my stepbrothers in the mornings, I’d resorted to creeping out of my room to shower in the wee hours of the morning, when I was sure everyone else was either gone or asleep. Last night, I’d dozed off before setting an alarm. 

I flung my blanket off and swung my legs over the side of the bed. From Mom and Dale’s room, a bedframe started to squeak. Seriously, guys, give it a rest already. 

When I yanked the bedroom door open, shock rooted me to the floor. “Oh!” 

Across the hall, all that white bath tile framed two bare, muscular asses, set off by tan lines. One stepbrother stood in front of each sink, toothbrushes in hand. Colt’s tanned skin glistened with water. 

Caine stood before the sink closest to the door, ebony waves still tousled from sleep. Muscles rippled in his arms as he moved the brush up and down. Before I could retreat and slam the door, he spat and dropped the brush into the holder, then turned to face me. 

I stared in shock at six-foot-three of buck-naked male. I dropped my gaze from his face, to wide shoulders, to the trail of dark hair that beckoned my gaze lower. My cheeks heated, inspecting the flaccid cock that hung over his balls. He made no effort to cover himself. His sculpted body was so different from mine that I couldn’t look away. 

He curled a hand around the limp flesh and gave a couple of tugs. I stared in fascination as his penis swelled. He moved his fist back and forth along the ever-increasing length, matching the tempo of Dale’s squeaking bed. Part of my mind noted my mother’s moan. My stepfather’s baritone carried down the hall. “You like that, don’t’cha, Red?”

My nipples hardened. The tingle in the hard points set off an ache between my legs. I squeezed my thighs together, but I couldn’t move. I wanted to look away. A voice inside my head shrieked that this was seven shades of wrong, but Caine’s fist held me spellbound. I had no idea cocks could get so big, so fast. Or were covered in thick blue veins that twined around the hard flesh, standing out in sharp relief. Or that the head would look so soft and spongy and glisten with a single drop of—

“Like what you see, little sister?”

I jerked my gaze to his face in time to see his arrogant grin. I nearly fell over my feet turning away. Fire swept my cheeks. And I thought you were the nice one. “Sorry, I didn’t know y’all were in there.” I slammed the door and fell against the panel. “I have to get ready. I’ll miss the bus,” I yelled. 

Humiliated, I listened to their chuckles. The sharp sound of flesh hitting flesh was likely one giving the other a high five, something they did often. 

Through the wall, the squeaking bedframe picked up speed. My mother’s soft cries kept time. Dale’s commanding tone carried. “Say it, Macy. Tell me what you want.”

“Fuck me, Dale. Fuck me hard.”

This wasn’t my life. I’d wake up any minute now, in my room back in Charlotte. I wasn’t leaning against a door while two hard-bodied males laughed at me. I wasn’t thinking about Caine’s hand moving up and down his cock while I slid my hand under my nightgown—driven by the knowledge that he stood so close and egged on by my relentless fantasies.

This wasn’t me sliding my thumb over my nipple. It had to be someone else, an alternate version of me. The point was so sensitive, the slight touch sent shockwaves to my groin, wetting the finger I pushed into my pussy. 

My mother wasn’t sobbing Dale’s name and begging him to fuck her deeper. Caine shoving his cock through his fist wasn’t playing in my mind over and over like a porn clip. And I sure was hell wasn’t stroking my clit to the sound of my mother being fucked like a rag doll and imagining Colt doing the same to me. 

“I’ll give you a ride. We promised Dad. We’re gonna take real good care of you, Shelby.” Colt’s voice came through the door. The unexpected thump of a hard fist against the panel vibrated through me. I thought one set of footsteps moved away. No hair dryer kicked on in the bathroom, no water ran. In the way I knew when I wasn’t alone in the house without stepping foot out of my room, I knew Colt was still on the other side of the door. Did he stand so close his cock touched the wood? Was he hard? Had Caine gone to his room to finish jerking off?

My thoughts sent a forbidden thrill racing over my skin. My thighs quaked. My nub throbbed, and when Dale demanded, “Beg me, you hot little bitch. Tell me how bad you want it,” I attacked my clit, rubbing hard and fast, while I imagined Colt’s cock slamming into me with the force of the blow against the door. The fantasy seemed so real, right down to the way my imagination filled in harsh breathing that mirrored mine, but wasn’t mine. I bit my lip, but couldn’t stop my whimpers while I imagined Colt’s slim hips thrusting between my thighs, then Caine’s. The dark pleasure twisting my insides tightened. Oh, God, this was better than any other time I’d ever played with myself. So fucking wicked. 

Fuck me harder, Colt. Fuck me deep, Caine. Fuck me. Fuck me. In the next room, the shrieking bedframe reached a crescendo. I made my fingers match the pace and pictured a dark head bending over me, then a light one. We’ll fuck you, Shelby. Hard and deep.  

Oh, God, I’m coming. 

I buried my fingers in my pussy, cupping my mound, and riding the hard waves that wrenched me. Was that my pounding heart, or did heavy footsteps move away from my door?

No, this wasn’t me. I withdrew my fingers and studied the thick cream glistening on my fingers. This had to be a dream. A dark-as-hell erotic dream. The worst of it was, the forbidden quality of the situation was the part that appealed to me. 

Okay, maybe I was becoming seriously twisted, but they were just fantasies. No harm, no foul. Caine and Colt need never know how often I took advantage of them in my head. Mom would never know how often I fucked them to punish her. Those fantasies were my private revenge, and the only satisfaction I’d have for a while. I wasn’t giving my fantasy life up on top of everything else. The guilt I felt afterward could just bite my ass. 

I’d never act on them. My mom had been promiscuous, every bit as wild as Dale, if I were honest. I’d made the vow long ago not to be like her. Colt had just been messing with me the night we’d moved in, because he hadn’t said a word to me since. 

I skipped a shower out of humiliation, but had to brush my teeth. Just walking into the bathroom got me wet all over again. The scent of Hugo Boss hung in the air.

I eyed the bare towel racks, wielding the brush around my mouth as fast as I could. At least I could explain why they never seemed to leave wet towels lying about. Maybe they both just air-dried, the way Colt had been doing when.... When I got my first look at his bare ass. 

So twisted. 

I grabbed my books and crept down the hall like a cat burglar, praying not to see either brother. 

From the big family room, I spied Mom and Dale, standing in the breakfast nook. She clutched a filmy robe that I’d never seen before over her breasts. Pale winter sunlight streamed through the open side door, illuminating her flushed cheeks and lighting her tousled hair on fire. Dale wrapped one arm around her and pulled her against him. The intensity of their kiss made me blush.  

I halted, unsure whether to interrupt their moment. When he pulled away at last, he laughed. “Dammit woman, my team’s gonna give me hell about this. Good thing you made it worth all that damn teasin’ I’m about to get.” Affection rang in his tone. He spied me and threw up a hand, smiling in my direction. “Morning, Shelby. Nice to see you, hon.” Then, he slapped her on the ass and bounded down the deck steps before I could ask him to drop me off at school.

He seemed like a good-looking, utterly reliable teddy bear—or wolf. If not for his sons, the situation would’ve been nearly ideal. I was sure his kids felt the same about me. 

She watched until his truck backed out of the drive, seemingly forgetting that I was late for school, or even here at all. She turned, wearing a secretive smile and tracing her bottom lip with her finger. 

I glimpsed the fifteen-year-old who’d gotten pregnant with me her sophomore year in high school. At home, she rarely left her room without catching her hair into a knot at the base of her neck. She always dressed before leaving her bedroom, or at least wore pajamas under her robe, but the light revealed she hadn’t a stitch on under her robe.

“Ready to ride, sis?”

I stopped breathing. Colt halted so close behind me, I could smell his cologne. I jumped when he dropped his hands on my shoulders. 

Mom lifted her head. Her eyes strayed to his hands and she frowned. Colt lifted his hands after a friendly pat and slid along the wall to get around me. His waffle-weave Henley clung to his chest like a second skin. Maybe the shirt had shrunk in the wash, because the shirttail-style hem rode over the waistband of his low-slung jeans at his sides. The ropy muscles outlining his hipbones figured largely in my fantasies. I ached to touch them, just once. Okay, to drag my tongue along them, but... semantics. 

Wait. Colt’s driving me to school? 

“Does she need a note for being late?” Mom asked.  

“Nah.” He yanked my book bag off my shoulder and swung it over his arm. “I’ll tell the principal that your car’s on the fritz, Macy. Just like a damn import. The part you need’s always on backorder. With Dad all caught up in gettin’ ready for Daytona, he hasn’t had time to go off real good on the service department, I guess? Don’t worry, hon. When he gets riled enough, they’ll bring you a new one or rip that part off a showroom model.”

Mom turned wide eyes to me. “Oh, Shelby, about Daytona. Dale asked me to go. It’s as close to a honeymoon as we’ll get until the NASCAR season’s over. We’re leaving tomorrow. I hate to leave you alone for four days, so I was wondering if you wanted to go along? The boys are going, too. Dale says the motor home is huge.”

Tomorrow? I stared in disbelief. Had she forgotten tomorrow was my birthday? “No, thanks. I have a paper due on Friday and two tests this week. After a five-day suspension for slapping that guy at West Mecklenburg, I can’t miss five more. You know that.” Ten days unexcused absence meant automatic failure, by state law. Her head was really in the clouds. 

“I didn’t think those five days would count against you here.” Mom frowned.

“Seriously? It’s a state law. Ten days, period, is all I can miss and still graduate.”

“Let’s do this.” Colt slid his hand down my spine and nudged me toward the door. Shivers raced through me at the casual touch. Was he picking up where he’d left off the other night? I managed to cross the den without falling on my face.

Mom kissed me on the cheek, and then made a cry of dismay. “Hang on. I forgot to get your lunch money, Shelby.”

Standing beside a living, breathing Ken doll, her comment made me feel like a six-year-old. 

“I got five bucks, Macy.” Colt’s hand at the base of my spine propelled me forward.  

“Bye, Mom.” I kissed her cheek and bolted through the door. 

Before it closed, I heard her ask, “Caine, I hate to bother you, but Dale said you wouldn’t mind giving me a ride to the mall this morning?” 

What happened to ‘have a great day at school, honey’? Much less, ‘why the hell are you wearing such a short skirt?’ but she hadn’t noticed the rebellious way I’d rolled the waistband over twice—her punishment for my having to wake to her bedroom gymnastics. Did she not realize Caine could see right through her robe, or was she walking around in a hormone-fueled daze? 

I knew the truck in the drive belonged to Caine, so I stalked toward the bright red Corvette. 

All these newer vehicles parked outside, because the three-bay carport held a pair of old cars, a red one and a blue one. Neither had a hood, but the middle one was covered by a tarp. The last bay held a metal frame on tires, some kind of dune buggy.

Colt headed to the passenger side of the low-slung sports car. He jerked the handle and swung the door open. I guess I looked surprised, because he shrugged. “Door’s heavy. Don’t want you slammin’ it into Caine’s truck.”

I felt silly for thinking his gesture was chivalrous. With my record for humiliating incidents in a single day already shattered before noon, I turned to look inside the car. The seat belt wasn’t normal. The buckle sprouted from a spot near the front edge of the seat. Two belts rested against the back, but they met in the middle and became one belt. I wasn’t about to hook myself into something that locked between my thighs, so I decided to risk going without a seat belt. Between my study of the safety gear and my embarrassment, I misjudged how low the car sat to the ground. The the seat was easily two inches past where I expected to land, but the padded leather sides were so high, I tumbled backward onto the console. My feet flew off the cement drive. My skirt slid to my navel, exposing my panties. I’d chosen the skirt partly because I was still so sensitive I couldn’t bear the thought of wearing jeans.

Colt didn’t even try to smother his laugh. I shoved upright and jerked my legs into the car, blinking back tears. 

He squatted. Indoors, his hair was the color of dull pewter, but sunlight turned it almost white. His eyes reminded me of ripe blueberries. I had to look away. Shock rippled through me when he slid a calloused finger under my chin and turned my face toward his.

“Hey, Shelby, you should’ve seen me the first time I got in this thing. I looked like a newborn giraffe trying to poke my legs under the wheel.” Dropping his hand to my thigh, he let it linger. “Don’t be embarrassed.” He winked. “Even if I do think that blush is adorable, I don’t like knowing you’re upset. This is my bad. I should’ve held your hand, but you always act like you don’t want to be touched.”

I didn’t care that my mother was probably watching out the window. Colt’s casual touch sent a dangerous thrill through me, but the sensation glued my tongue to the roof of my mouth. 

“I’m not moving till I see that pretty smile.”

His intent gaze burned away the last trace of my humiliation. I forced the corners of my lips to rise. He frowned, motivating me to try harder. When I gave him the genuine version, he squeezed my thigh. “That’s my good girl.” The tiny words of praise suffused a spot behind my breastbone with warmth. 

He stood and closed the door with a snap. His giraffe analogy was hard to believe, given how easily he folded his tall frame under the steering wheel, but the fiction added another shot of warmth to the heady mix of male musk, cologne, and tobacco inside the car. 

The car cranked with a roar worthy of a passenger jet before the engine settled into a steady throb. The heavy vibration filtered through the seat. I leaned my legs to the side so Colt could sling my bag into the floorboard. The pressure squeezed my clit. Experiencing the streak of pleasure while he sat so close made me grip the seat. My heart lurched when he lifted a brow. Surely he couldn’t tell? Something in his eyes said he knew a hell of a lot more about my body than I knew about his.

He turned off the blaring stereo with a sheepish grin. Snagging a pair of sunglasses dangling from the rear view mirror, he donned them with the aplomb of a movie star, before he gripped the shifter and worked the gears. I snapped forward in the seat when he released the clutch and the car jerked into reverse.

He threw his arm across my chest, the way my mother did. “Someone needs their safety belt. And a booster seat.” I couldn’t hear his next words— “And a hard ride on my cock,”—over the racing motor, but I was sure I’d read his lips correctly. He left his arm in place about three heartbeats too long. Did he feel how hard my nipples were? The slight twitch of his lips made me think he did. 

He dropped his arm and gunned the motor, reversing up the sloping drive, yet still staring at me. At the top, he spun the wheel hard. The boxy rear end fishtailed on the unpaved road. I slammed my eyes closed and groped for the seat belt, sure he was about to take out the mailbox. He shifted into first and hit the gas. His arm slammed across my chest again. Thanks to his quick action, I avoided a bloody nose. 

“Hear that motor throb?” he yelled. “Makes my dick hard every time.”

I knew better. I fucking knew better. But I opened my eyes and looked over the console. He slid his palm over the bulge in the faded denim and lifted his ass off the seat, thrusting into his cupped hand. The motor’s hard throb echoed inside me.  

“Now, if you get all horny again like you did this morning, starin’ at Caine’s dick, just let me know. My cock’s been hard as a rock ever since I stood outside your door, listening to your little cries while you got off. Next time, why not open the door, Shelby? No sense in jerkin’ off when we can fuck.”

My mother would kill us both. “You’re my brother,” I managed to squeak, stunned by his bluntness. 

He made a derisive sound. “Last week, we were strangers. I want you. Tell me you don’t want me, Shelby.”

The casual declaration slammed into me with the force of a blow. 

The time I’d gotten caught in the undertow at Myrtle Beach flashed through my head while I stared at Colt’s sculpted cheekbones and lips. The fateful swim started like any other swim in the ocean. The waves rolled to the shore and I paddled against the flow to get beyond the breakers. But an undertow makes its own path in the ocean, a contrary stream running fast toward deep water. I tried to swim back to shore, but had gone under twice by the time the lifeguard got close enough to toss me a life preserver.

The force that gripped me while I stared at Colt had the same power. I didn’t move a muscle, but all the while, a dark force tumbled me under and I couldn’t breathe.

If I said no, he’d never look at me again. If I said yes, something bad would happen. Pinned by his gaze, I just couldn’t recall what that would be. 

“So it’s like that, is it?” He broke our staring match and pressed the accelerator. 

While I tried to remember why sex with him was such a bad idea, he reached the end of the lane. He turned left at the stop sign, onto the paved road. When he punched the gas, the rear of the car dropped, like a big cat gathering itself, then shot forward. The scattered houses flew past in a blur.

He was pissed? 

Gearing down, but hardly touching the brake, he whipped the car into another left turn. Whizzing down a side road I’d never been on, I stared out the windshield, holding my breath and wondering where he was taking me. 

We slid through curve after curve. Tires shrieked, but not as loud as the voice in my mind. Don’t be an idiot. I just wasn’t sure which course of action the voice advocated against. 

Gripped by tension, my entire body ached. The stench of burning rubber filled the car every time it slid sideways. Trees rushed closer and closer, but he spun the wheel and the vehicle straightened out before we could skid off the road. When he swooped around one last curve, we sped up a hill. The front tires left the ground when he rocketed over the crest. My stomach took a nosedive. Ahead, the lane straightened and disappeared over another hill. 

We landed with a jolt that made my teeth snap together. The rear end swerved. I just knew the tires wouldn’t grip. We headed into a spin that could only end with us splattered against the trees, but he wrenched the wheel in a direction my brain screamed was the wrong direction and the car recovered. A flash of heat that had nothing to do with him raced over my skin. 

“Hell, yeah!” He let out a triumphant whoop, turning a naughty grin my way. The car rolled to a stop in the dip between the two hills. My tension morphed into exultation. His delight was infectious and I couldn’t help laughing along with him. He was a bad boy, just as I’d feared. 

I want you. How would that work? 

Colt leaned forward, pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head, and crossed his arms on top of the steering wheel. His stare took away my ability to laugh. I could barely breathe again, but a new worry replaced my fear of dying, but I couldn’t articulate it.

“Shelby, my dick’s been hard and hurtin’ ever since I stood outside your door, listening to your moans. Baby, I need to come. And I want to look in your eyes while I do it. Don’t you wanna see how hard you make me?”

Maybe escaping certain death made me stupid, but I’d never wanted anything more. The idea of watching while he jacked off was so...beyond the pale, I blinked. And in the same breath, I wanted to see his cock. Wanted to see how his face looked when it twisted in pleasure.

Why wait till I got to college to start my exploration of the male anatomy when I had such a perfect specimen at hand? My stomach twisted with the thought, but the drumbeat between my thighs picked up speed.

“Let me show you. Please.” 

I glanced around. All I saw were scrubby weeds and tree trunks, but anyone could come over either hill at any time. The primitive part of my brain said that was the point to stopping here. He had all the earmarks of an adrenaline junkie. Before I could decide whether to protest or not, he popped the button on the waistband of his jeans. He lifted off the seat and eased his zipper down. 

His penis sprang through his open fly. He hadn’t lied about being hard. He was rigid. He wasn’t as long as Caine, but when he gripped his shaft, his fingers only met after he squeezed so hard, the head of his cock turned purple.

He handled himself much rougher than I’d have dared. I stared, fascinated by the violent way he jerked himself. Rolling his head to face me, he said, “You know I’m thinking about your pussy, don’t you, Shelby?”

The heated words drove spikes inside my channel. I dragged my tongue over dry lips. “Colt, please. This is wrong.” My body said this whole stepbrother thing was bogus, so why not indulge? 

He groaned and changed his approach. Stilling his fist, he thrust his hips to drive his cock through the encircling fingers. Showoff—but the change made it easier to imagine he thrust into me. Every tender point on my body cried out to be touched. 

“Are you wet? Don’t I tear you up inside, the way you do me?”

Stop. How can I resist when you say things like that? “Colt—”

He stilled. “Is it Caine? You’d rather have him, wouldn’t you?”

“No!” I hadn’t formed a preference, because I’d never expected to have to choose. 

He went back to thrusting. “Show me how wet you are, Shelby. Are your pussy lips swollen? Can you feel your heartbeat in your cunt?”

His rough words both repelled and inflamed me. My body did everything he described and more. “Shelby. Please. You see what you’re doing to me.” He choked the thick flesh again and groaned. A pearly bead swelled in the center of his cock head. 

I’d pictured making this decision under far different circumstances. I’d imagined disembodied hands fumbling in the dark, teasing me out of my clothing. Not brutal carnality in broad daylight. He offered no tender words, no cajoling lies about love. 

While I debated, his expression turned surly.

“Cars don’t run for free. You wanna ride with me? Then I’ll take gas or ass, little sister. You got gas money?”

He knew I didn’t have any money. I had no idea where we were. This wasn’t the route the bus took. I dropped my head and stared at my book bag. When I shook my head, he reached over the console. 

The cajoling tone returned. “I wanna see if those thighs are as soft as they look.” I had no luck trying to pry his hand away. 

I could find my way back to the house. Maybe Caine would drop me off at school before he took Mom to the mall. 

But she’d ask about Colt. I pictured her shocked face. Imagining the conversation, I saw her eyes go wide. Then she’d tell Dale, and once that drama was over, she’d curl into a ball and cry because I’d messed up her new life. 

Even if she took my side, we were stuck here until the part arrived to fix Mom’s car. Assuming the car loan or whatever was in her name and not Dale’s so we could take it and go. I didn’t know a soul in this town and neither did Mom. For that matter, no one I could think of would come and pick us up. She’d given up our apartment. With no home to go back to, what would we do? 

Maybe I could talk to my new stepfather, if I could just get out of this situation.

“I’m a virgin. Please, Colt, don’t do this. We’re supposed to be a family now.” I forced myself to look at him. 

Black, unfeeling lenses stared back. He’d pulled the damn sunglasses down over his face again, but his mouth twisted into a scowl. “Goddammit, now I owe Caine fifty bucks. He said you were a virgin, but I said there wasn’t a seventeen-year-old on the planet that hadn’t been fucked.”

He took his hand off his cock and released his grip on my thigh. Hope raced through me. Maybe this was just a sick game of tease the new stepsister. But my heart fell when he yanked up the hand brake.

“Cock’s too damn hard to drive,” he grunted, lifting off the seat to thrust into his fist. “What would your mama say if she knew the way you taunted me and Caine this morning, sticking your fingers into your wet pussy and moaning like a bitch in heat, knowing I stood right outside your door? Does she know she raised a goddamn cock tease?”

I stared in horror. She wouldn’t believe him, but... would he do it?

The hard thump of the door locks engaging made me jerk.

“Take your panties off. I wanna see if the hair between your legs is as red and pretty as the hair on your head.”

I didn’t know what else to do. Just thinking about telling Mom what Colt had done made my stomach knot. But if I made it through that nightmare, only for him to tell her what I’d done while he and his brother stood outside my bedroom door—

She might think I was deliberately trying to ruin her marriage. Just the fallout could mess up things between her and Dale. I was sure each parent would back their own kid. I didn’t want to find out.

I slid my hands under my skirt, hooked my thumbs in the elastic, and slid my underwear down my thighs. The act wasn’t as hard as it should’ve been. Part of me howled in outrage because this wasn’t the tender moment of my dreams. Another part said this was better than anything I’d imagined. 

Don’t I tear you up inside, the way you do me? Was that why he’d turned so mean? Not used to rejection? Or even hesitation? I could believe that.

Colt wrenched them from my hand. Stuffing them under his thigh, he barked,” Turn around in the seat. Don’t even play me, Shelby. You know damn well you want to. Every time you look my way, those big eyes just eat me up. Do you lie in your bed and get off at night, thinking about me?”

He knew. The guilty flush spreading over my cheeks made denying that I did any such thing impossible.

“I bet you play your games with half-grown boys. Come on up to the big leagues, Shelby. I’m a grown-ass man. No time for little girls.”

The door handle bit into my spine, but I drew one foot onto the seat and swung around in the seat to face him. Colt grabbed my knee and shoved my leg so wide, the tendon connecting my leg to my hip shrieked with pain. Pain I cared nothing about when he let out a low whistle.

“Looks like fucking fire,” he panted, eying the sparse curls covering my mound. “Goddamn, what a pretty pussy.” When he swept his tongue across his lips, I felt the stroke in my slit. “Are you so swollen you hurt, baby?”

His knowing look prompted my admission. “Yes.” 

He’s going to touch me. My pulse sped. I wriggled lower on my spine until my mound peeked above the console. I knew he’d touch me—wanted him to—but I still flinched when he dragged his calloused thumb along my slit. 

“See? You’re wet. Feels good, doesn’t it?” The insistent stroke felt too good. Indecently good. Better than good. 

Arousal surged through me when he shoved his sunglasses on top of his head. Now I could see the heat in his eyes again. What was wrong with me? Even knowing how cruel he could be, why was I so turned on?

“You want me bad, don’t’cha?” he accused. “Beg me, Shelby. Beg me to get you off and I won’t tell your mama about her little cock tease daughter. Baby, don’t’cha know, I’ll make you come harder than you did?”

I had no doubt that last bit was true. 

Staring through my spread thighs, all I could see was his shaft moving through his fist. I couldn’t help imagining that fat cock spreading me wide. That would hurt, but even as I had the thought, I grew wetter.  

Who would know? Did it matter? Colt would lie if it suited him. I wanted to protect my mother. I wanted him to touch me. Two birds, one stone. “Touch me. Make me come.” The guttural tone sounded nothing like my voice. 

His grin was one-sided and his eyes flashed. I gasped when he eased his thumb into me. “Goddamn, you’re tight. Ride it, Shelby. Ride that thumb and pretend it’s my cock. Imagine me splitting you wide damn open. Show me how bad you wanna be my girl.”

His girl. Oh, yes, what a way to kill time until I left this god-awful place.

I thrust my hips upward, driving him into my pussy as deep as I could, which wasn’t far—or far enough. He let his thumb slide out of me and pinched my clit. The hard touch sent sparks through me. This was so much better than touching myself. When he pushed inside me again, I closed my eyes and enjoyed the way he circled my entrance. 

“Play with your nipples for me, baby sister. One night real soon, I’m gonna crawl in your bed and suck those little tittles all night long. That’s gonna feel so damn good, you’ll crawl on top of me and put my cock right in here,”—he waggled his thumb inside my channel—“and ride me like a fuckin’ stallion.”

Picturing that, I pushed my sweater up. My breasts weren’t big enough to bother wearing a bra, but my nipples stuck out, erect and throbbing. Brutal lust flamed in his eyes when I gripped the tender points. Knowing I’d been the match to light the flame sent my common sense up in smoke. 

Doing as he ordered kicked my arousal onto a plane I’d never reached before. I needed to come and I sensed he hadn’t lied. This would be more intense than when I’d gotten off against the door. 

I moaned and thrust my hips faster. No matter how I pushed up, he always pulled back. I judged he stopped at the first joint on his big thumb, but he jerked his cock with a desperation equal to mine. 

I eyed his girth, wondering how it was possible to get all of that into me. But the wondering drove me higher. If bigger equaled more pleasure, as gossip suggested, could I stand it?

Each slight twist I gave my nipples increased my need until I could barely breathe. Our ragged breaths coated the windows with condensation, shutting out the rest of the world. My need to come made me squirm, but Colt gripped my mound, controlling my movements. Exertion made sweat trickle down my sides and I panted for breath.

Colt jerked out of me, but slid his thumb up to meet his finger. The way he pressed my clit between his fingers sent a strike of lightning through me. I cried out. He gripped my pelvic bone with his fingers, digging into the soft flesh. The forceful move spurred me to grind against his hand. His grip compressed my swollen nub against his palm. My back bowed with the touch. My toes curled. My vision went dark. I shuddered uncontrollably and cried out my release.  

“Fuck, you’re a hot little thing.” Pride raced through me at his approving tone. He touched my clit with his forefinger, rubbing a circle around the throbbing nub. I was too sensitive. I tried to pull away, but had nowhere to go. He changed to a diagonal stroke, fast and light, never slowing to let me catch my breath. “Pretty goddamn pussy. You know you’re about make your big brother blow, don’tcha?” Dark talons of pleasure gripped me again. Lightning flashed in my channel every time he dragged his fingertip over my swollen nub. 

With no conscious command from me, my pussy tightened and released, only to tighten again. The hard convulsions made tears sting my eyes. Waves of pleasure dragged me under, but I couldn’t shut out Colt’s dirty words. I crested again, unable to stop my cries. 

He ground his palm against my slit. “Dirty little sister, cumming all over big brother’s hand.” I couldn’t stop butting into his palm. I squirmed and panted, begging him to stop, but the waves of pleasure went on and on. Twisting in the starry midnight inside my head, I sensed the dark thrill that gripped me was spurred by his taunts. 

Dirty little sister. Two things I’d never been in my life defined me now. 

He pulled away at last, leaving my hole opening and closing like a hungry mouth. 

He raked his shirt up and pinned it under his chin. He switched his grip, cupping the head of his cock. He twisted his palm fast and hard, like he wanted to wrench his orgasm free. “I bet you’re gonna burn me alive when I finally get my cock insid—gah! Coming.” The last word was a guttural groan. He dropped his head against the headrest, gasping for breath. His hips jerked, but I sensed the motion was caused by the creamy fluid spurting onto his chest, lacing the tanned skin.

He let his head roll in my direction. His lids were heavy and he wore a self-satisfied smile. “This is all you.” He made circles with his palm, rubbing his cum into his chest. 

This is all you. I had no idea what he meant, but the act was primitive and primal, so shocking that I sensed the moment would stay with me forever. He pulled his palm away and reached for me. I was spellbound as he curled his fingers over my mound and pressed the sticky residue against my swollen nether lips. Another primal move I had no idea how to process, but heat from his hand seared me like a brand. I don’t know how long we sat like that. Long enough for every logical thought to burn up and blow away. When he pulled his hand away, my tender inner lips stuck to his skin, like my body didn’t want to let him go. 

Something dangerous blazed through me. I didn’t care about Mom. I didn’t care who might drive by.

All I cared about was that he smiled. “Good girl,” he crooned. “Aren’t you proud of how hard you got my cock and how you made me come like a fucking fire hose?”

I’d done that? “Yes,” I gasped. 

He broke my gaze. Dropping his head, he lifted off the seat again and tucked himself up.

Realizing I still sprawled, I struggled to turn around in the seat. “Can I have my underwear?”

He flung them into my lap. “I wanted to keep those.” I snatched the panties off my lap and turned them, trying to line up the leg holes so I could put my feet though them. Before I could lift one foot, he dropped the brake and hit the gas. 

I managed to pull my underwear up just as he slammed to a stop outside the front entrance of the high school. How close had we been to the school when he’d ordered me to put out or get out? A tenth of a mile? Less? I gave him a dirty look. He gave me an innocent smile. 

A bell rang. End of first period, or second? I grabbed my bag and opened the door. He peered into the rear view mirror. “Well, I’ll be damned if it ain’t Brandon McKinna.” I turned and stretched to see out the narrow back glass. A truck similar to Caine’s pulled in behind us. 

Colt set the hand brake and climbed out. Jogging to the driver’s side of the truck, he slapped the roof. I managed to get out of the car and moved around the front end on trembling legs. When I reached the sidewalk, I hesitated, unsure what to do. Should I wait, or had he forgotten he’d said he’d go inside with me and give me an excuse for being late? Or lunch money? 

There was no way I could remind him of such childish needs.

The guy behind the wheel lowered his window. While the pair chatted, the passenger door opened. I recognized the bright waves that flowed over the shoulders of the young woman who slid out of the truck. The tall blonde was in two of my classes. 

“See you later, asshole.” When she rounded the front end of the vehicle, she slapped the hood and grinned. The guy behind the wheel flipped her a bird, returning her smile. 

She bounded up to Colt. He threw an arm around her and kissed her cheek. “Hey, girl.”

She slapped his ass and turned away. When she spied me, she smiled. “Late, too? You’re Shelby, right?” 

It took an effort to wrench my attention from Colt. “Yes. Isn’t your name Caroline?” Thick eyeliner ringed friendly hazel eyes. Her blue shadow was a shade too blue. A pale nude color shimmered on her lips, outlined in deep burgundy. Overdone perhaps, but I couldn’t deny she was pretty.

“That’s right.” She uttered a heavy sigh and glared at the one-story, concrete-and-plate glass building. “Let’s do this.”

“I-I was waiting for Colt. He’s supposed to tell them in the office why I’m late.”

She squinted from me to Colt while I shivered in the slight breeze. “How in the world do you know Colt Hannah?”

Pride made me snap. “I live with him.” Her mouth rounded. I hurried to add, “He’s my stepbrother.”

Her perfectly plucked brows rose briefly. “Huh, so Dale got married? Well, honey, he and my stepbrother are talking about the race this weekend, so I reckon you’d better let me write you a note.” She jerked a notebook from the stack of books in her arms. “Got a pen? What’s your mama’s name?” She pointed to one of the benches near the front doors. I followed her and took a seat on the concrete slab. Colt never spared a glance in my direction. 

She folded the piece of paper with a flourish and held it out. I accepted the note with numb fingers. I was an idiot. A fool to think he’d do anything but use me. 

No, I’m using him. Mocking laughter echoed in my head. Me, laughing at me. I had no idea what I was doing. 

Another vehicle turned in and stopped behind the pickup. The tardy arrival got out of a minivan. The slender guy wore jeans and a polo shirt. He sauntered up to the bench where we sat. “How ya doin’, Caroline?” 

He looked a lot like someone I’d have dated at my old high school, thin, with nerdy glasses. Safe.

“Hey!”

The baritone yell made the kid look over his shoulder. To my astonishment, Colt pushed his sunglasses on top of his head. “Me?” the young boy squeaked, pointing to his chest.

“Yes, you,” Colt barked. “Move along, son. You ain’t man enough to handle any of that.”

My mouth fell open. Caroline broke into peals of giggles. From the corner of my eye, I saw the poor guy’s cheeks redden, but he turned away and scurried into the school. The guy in the truck shook with laughter. 

Colt winked—at me?—and jogged to the Corvette. Gunning the motor, he roared away.

“Dumb ass has a crush on me.” Caroline sighed. My heart stuttered, because I thought she meant Colt, but she narrowed her eyes at the younger guy’s back as he hurried through the front door. “Such a pest.” 

Turning, she waved at the guy in the truck until the vehicle disappeared from sight. Stretching her legs, she sighed. I eyed her leggings and red cowboy boots. Her skirt had to be a dress code violation. “Guess we gotta go inside. If I miss any more days, I can’t graduate.”

Every step made me more aware of the sticky reside coating my inner thighs. What had I done?

The lady in the office accepted my note without question and gave Caroline’s skirt a dark look, but said nothing. Caroline smirked when we left the office. At the first hallway to the left, she slowed. “I won’t be in third period. Gotta talk to the guidance lady. I’ll see you at lunch?” I nodded. “Meet you at your locker.”

I made it to my third period class, took a seat in the back, and opened my textbook. Staring at the page while the teacher’s voice droned, I went over and over the morning in my mind. 

Had to be a dream. My mother would never have loud, screaming sex when she knew two younger males and me were in the house. She just wouldn’t. And I wouldn’t masturbate when I knew my stepbrothers stood on the other side of the door. I sure as hell wouldn’t do the things I’d done with Colt. Gas or ass? I’d have laughed and told him I was going to be late if he didn’t stop horsing around.

The ache in my channel called me a liar on top of everything else I’d become. 

So, how had it happened? 

I couldn’t lie to myself. It happened because I wanted it to happen. The minute I’d laid eyes on my stepbrothers, I hadn’t been able to think of anything else. They were just too damn good-looking. Add that to all the fucking Dale and Mom were doing, was it any wonder I had sex on the brain?

One night real soon, I’m gonna crawl in your bed and suck those little tittles all night long.

Would it happen tonight?

I didn’t have money for lunch, but headed to my locker to meet Caroline when the bell rang. A woman stood at the end of the hallway behind the front office. “Shelby? Got a few minutes, dear?”

I recognized the guidance counselor who’d spoken with me the day I registered. “Sure.”

I took a seat in her office. She handed me a brochure for a college I’d never heard of. 

“They have a scholarship competition coming up. Your transcripts finally arrived from West Mecklenburg High. After taking a look at your grades, I think you should try out.”

The college was in South Carolina and for women only. “How far away is this place?”

“Two hours. I warn you, competition will be fierce, but you’ve nothing to lose by taking the test. It’s a full ride for four years at an excellent school.”

“Where’s the test administered?”

“At the college. You’ll spend the weekend on campus. Students give up their dorm rooms to the scholarship contestants. Testing is an all day affair on Saturday, but there’s a full weekend of activities. All expenses are covered except transportation.”

“When?”

She named a date that was two weeks away. I had no interest in an all-women’s college. But a full scholarship was a dream come true. “Sign me up.” 

“You might look up Caroline Masters. Maybe you girls can ride down together.”

I blinked. “Long blonde hair, dark eye makeup, red cowboy boots?”

She smiled. “That’s her.”

I used an empty classroom to check the place out online. When the bell rang, I tucked the brochure in my locker and went to my next class. 

***

“You need a ride?” Caroline appeared just as I slammed my locker door. “I looked for you at lunch, but you disappeared.”

“Sorry, a guidance counselor stopped me. She wants me to try out for the same scholarship you are.”

Her expression turned guarded. “I just told her I’d take the test to make her stop talkin’. I dunno if I’m gonna go.”

“Oh. Well, yes, I’d love a ride. I don’t live far.” I paused. “But I can’t give you directions. Any chance you know where Colt lives?”

She laughed. “Shelby, of course I know where he lives.” She made a circle with her thumb and forefinger and pressed it to her eye. “Town’s about this big, you know?”

“Good, because I suck at directions. And don’t say get a GPS. Those only make me more confused.”

“Can’t find your way out of a wet paper bag, huh?” Her laughter was friendly, not derisive. 

“It’s why I don’t have a car. My mom’s afraid I’ll end up lost. Or in Egypt.” The lie forestalled the obvious next question. 

“My dad’s having my new car delivered today.”

Envy pierced me. “Really? How nice. What’s the occasion?” 

“I turn eighteen tomorrow.”

I grabbed her arm. “Hey, no way. Me, too. I’ll be eighteen tomorrow.”

“Really?” She grinned. “I knew we were gonna get along as soon as I saw you get out of that sweet-ass ‘Vette.” She raked her nails through my hair. “You got that shade of auburn that just sets off a red car, you know?”

I sensed the girl at the locker next to mine stared so, I looked over. “Hi.” I smiled.

She rolled her eyes and slammed her locker door closed. “If you’re her friend, don’t even speak to me.”

“Well, okay then.” I gaped as she strode away. She met up with two other girls a few steps down the hall. Whatever she said made them look over their shoulders in our direction. Then they burst out laughing and turned away.

“Bitches,” Caroline muttered. 

I blew out a breath and rolled my eyes. “Without mean girls, would it still be high school?”

“Good point.” She tugged my sleeve. “C’mon. Brandon hates when I make him wait.”

We joined the crowd in the high school lobby, waiting on rides. “So, wanna go out tonight?”

“I dunno if I can. I have a ton of homework.” 

Liar, liar, pants on fire. I wanted to be home to see Colt. Which was stupid. 

“Well, call me if you change your mind.” We exchanged numbers. I couldn’t miss the disparaging look she gave my old cell phone, but I was used to that kind of scorn. Not that many people ever called me. I didn’t do the social media thing. Never had anything worth posting. I eyed her shiny iPhone, the latest model, but felt no envy. Mom was still making payments on my prized MacBook Pro. It was all the fancy technology I cared about owning.

Caroline led us to the same truck I’d seen this morning. She climbed in first, sliding to the center of the wide bench seat. The man behind the wheel leaned forward to stare when I plopped down at Caroline’s side. “Shelby, Brandon. Brandon, Shelby. Can you drop her off at Colt’s house?”

“Gas or ass?” He didn’t smile. If he felt any kinship over our shared hair color, none showed in his face.

Caroline drove her elbow into his ribs. “Don’t even. It’s on the way home and you know it.” 

His scowl deepened. “You know I just washed this truck.”

“I don’t mind if you let me out at the top of the road,” I interjected as he pulled away from the curb. 

“Don’t think I won’t,” he retorted. He used the same side road Colt had taken this morning. When the truck passed the spot where we’d parked, my cheeks heated, but Caroline was talking about her car, so no one paid me any attention. To my relief, the heavy after-school traffic stopped Brandon from driving the way Colt had. Despite the stop sign at the end of the lane, cars peeled in both directions with shrieking tires, so the line moved quickly.

“Call me if you decide to go out. I’ll come get you,” she promised, when Brandon stopped at the entrance to the road in front of Dale’s house fewer than ten minutes later.

“I will.” Slamming the door, I scurried around the front of the truck and started the walk down the lane. I could hardly wait to shower and raid the fridge. Then I could start worrying about whether Colt knew to keep... whatever was happening between us a secret. 

If not for my inner turmoil, I’d have enjoyed the short walk. There weren’t any houses between Dale’s place and the road, just woods. I thought there were houses further down, because I’d seen a couple of vehicles go by my windows, but I had the gravel lane all to myself.

I cut across the grass, scanning the front of the house. The place didn’t look like it housed two twisted stepbrothers. Or was it just Colt who was so perverted? 

Colt wasn’t the only perverted one. He could tell Mom the truth and that would be worse than anything I could say. My only hope now was to keep what’d happened a secret. Surely, he wouldn’t want her to know any more than I did? Could we pretend nothing had happened?

I had a hunch he’d pull that off more easily than I could. Better to wonder if we could keep doing it, and still keep it a secret. 

To my relief, the only vehicles in the drive were those I suspected were waiting for a decent burial. I dashed up the stairs. The Hannahs never seemed to lock the side door, but I was still relieved when the knob turned and the door opened. I stepped inside, shivering in the sudden warmth.

I smothered a shriek, but the person at the breakfast room table was Mom. Her laptop was open in front of her. She slammed it closed and gave me a bright smile. 

“Hi.” Her gaze shifted to my book bag. “How was school, honey?”

Still nothing about the way my skirt was rolled up? “Fine.”

She sighed. “Have a seat.” 

I pulled out a chair. Her eyes had that tight look that spelled trouble. My system went haywire, wondering if someone had seen Colt and me and called her. I had a hunch this place was exactly that kind of small town.

“Honey, I can’t believe I did this. Your birthday just sneaked up on me. I’ve been so distracted—

Relief swooshed through me. “Yeah, I know.”

“Dale said you could have anything you want for your birthday dinner. Want to help me make out a menu?”

“Anything?” 

“Anything. Even crab legs.” 

They were my favorite, a treat I didn’t get often. “Perfect. Can you make them in a big steam pot with sausage and corn and potatoes, like we had at the beach that time?” The time I’d almost drowned. The beach. Something clicked. I’d been so distracted by what happened with Colt, even I’d forgotten. “Wait a minute. You guys will be on the way to Daytona on my birthday.”

She studied me. I tensed for bad news. “I think I’m going to insist you go with us, Shelby. You’re a good student, you can make up the work. I can write an excuse, or even get a doctor’s note somehow. We’ll leave to come back as soon as the race is over. We can drive straight through without stopping, since Colt and Caine can help Dale drive. Leaving you here alone just doesn’t feel right.”

So, she’d forgotten my birthday and now she wanted me to make her feel better about that by making me go somewhere I didn’t want to go? I shook my head. “No, I can’t miss four days. Added to the five days I got suspended, if I get sick before graduation, I’m screwed.”

She sighed. “Then, either we can do a small celebration tonight or a big one when we get back. I realized after you left this morning that the date had slipped my mind. I’d have gone shopping but—”

Caine didn’t take her to the mall? “No transportation.”

“Right. I just checked my balance. Would you rather have the cash this year?”

No. I wanted a cake and presents and to still be the center of her world. “Sure.”

Her eyes kept straying to a spot behind me. I twisted, realizing she was looking at the time on the microwave. I turned back with a raised brow.

“I need to get dinner started. Dale likes his meal on the table when he gets home. Want to do your homework at the bar while I peel the potatoes?”

That was the moment I realized how committed she was to Dale. I’d always been her first priority. Even when she was seeing someone, she’d never make plans if I had something special happening. I felt jealous that she’d given away my position at the top, and just as fast, I felt shame for being so selfish. She deserved to have a life. It wasn’t required that I share it, I’d just always assumed that was how it would be, if she ever married. “No, I think I’m going to take a shower while there might be hot water.”

I detected guilt in her expression. “We’ll all adjust, sweetie. Give it some time.” I got to my feet. “Shelby?”

I couldn’t look at her. My emotions were too mixed up. Anger, jealousy, and guilt battled for priority, but then an unsettling buzz hit me when I thought about Colt and recalled Caine standing at the bathroom sinks this morning. Could she see any of that in my face? “Yeah?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t plan this. It just happened.” Guess she didn’t see a thing. She was too caught up in her new husband to notice. That was a good thing, right? 

A couple of hours later, I glanced up to see a massive black motor home back into the driveway, then pull forward on the edge of the front yard. Colt’s red Corvette flashed past, roaring down the driveway. Caine’s truck followed the sports car, but he backed across the grass alongside the camper.

The three made several trips to and from the RV, carrying boxes and coolers until well past dark. So much for wanting dinner at a specific time.

I didn’t come out of my room when Mom finally called down the hall. For the first time I could recall, she accepted my excuse of not being hungry without asking if I was sick. I curled under the blanket and turned out the light, waiting for the house to get quiet and wondering if Colt would sneak into my bed. 

The television flared to life. Our mealtimes used to be our talk times, but from what I could tell, Caine, Colt, and Dale ate while watching television. 

Two hours crept by before the annoying voice of the news anchor was silenced, mid-word. “Macy, time for bed,” Dale announced. 

“We’re gonna bounce.” The voice was Caine’s. “See y’all later.” The side door squeaked open, then slammed. 

I held my breath, but Mom passed my door without knocking. The loud Corvette motor cut through the silence, roaring up the driveway. Tears sprang to my eyes. I knew we had to play it cool. I should be glad he wasn’t acting like a buck in heat, but... complete silence was making me nuts.

I sat up and turned on the light. I didn’t have to wait long for the bed in the other room to start squeaking. I texted Caroline. She replied right away. 

B there in 15.

I’ll b at the end of the road.

Chapter Five
[image: image]
Cars wheeled into the McDonald’s parking lot, only to circle the building and exit, headed for Hardee’s a mile or so up Highway 29. We’d made that trip several times already and I’d been bored the whole time. Now, we were parked, just watching other cars go past. Was this my new life in a new place—dressed to kill and nowhere to go? Music blared, mostly the country variety, but the occasional snatch of rap or pop interrupted the endless loop of Vince Gill, Miranda Lambert, and Hank Williams, Jr. 

Every passing car, no matter how old or how new, gleamed with a fresh coat of wax. Racing stripes and flashy graphics abounded. Neon glowed from undercarriages and dashboards. People hung out of car windows, but everyone slowed when they passed us in Caroline’s new car.

“What’s under the hood?” The baby-faced guy who yelled the question slid his gaze along the shiny black hood, eyes lit with approval and envy. I recognized the kid Colt had yelled at this morning.

“Duh.” Caroline retorted from behind the wheel. “Six point two liter Hellcat V8, of course.”

“Yeah,” he drawled. “I see that SRT badge on the grill, and that big ole’ chrome ‘supercharged’ down the side. That’s a whole lotta car for such a little girl.”

The kids here spoke a different language, like Dale. I kept my mouth shut and let the terminology slide over me. I was learning that the internal combustion engine was king in this small city. Just one more reason not to care about anything that happened here.

He whistled, ignoring the blare of horns behind him. “How about a ride?” 

I smothered a laugh. The kid was relentless. At my old high school, the pair would’ve existed on separate planes. 

“I know you’re young,” Caroline yelled, “but cars don’t run for free, Rusty. Gas or ass, as they say. I got a full tank and the last thing I want is your ass, so keep moving.” She fluttered her fingers out the window. I figured she played to the nearby group of senior girls, but not one looked in our direction or laughed at her putdown.

I hadn’t figured out why Caroline was a pariah. By all rights, she should’ve been a goddess. She said her daddy drove for a NASCAR team and her clothes had the right labels. Was this not NASCAR heaven? Jealousy was the only explanation, but I had bigger issues on my mind. 

Undaunted, the young boy cut a grin at me. “Red, did you buy that tank of gas? ‘Cause, if you say no, you’ll make my night.”

“Dirty little pervert.” Caroline raised her middle finger, but it was most likely the honking cars lined up behind him that caused Rusty to hit the accelerator. The tires on his older Honda shrieked when he peeled out of the lot, headed, I presumed, for Hardee’s and another pointless circuit. 

A newer model Chevy truck turned in. I squinted. Lights lit the driver’s hair, casting an auburn halo. “Isn’t that your stepbrother?” 

Caroline smiled. “Hell, yeah. About time his sorry ass showed up.”

I peered out my lowered side window, shading my eyes from the glare of endless headlights as vehicles rounded the corner. Wrapped in luxurious black leather and carbon fiber, I inhaled the seductive scent of new car and wondered whether to pump Caroline for information about Colt.

Brandon appeared, but to my surprise, he was on foot. His lanky legs were clad in worn denim. His T-shirt bore the logo for Dale’s racing team. 

He yanked my door open. “Get out.”

I blinked. His scowl softened and he cocked his head. “The only damn downside to a two-seater. Give me five minutes, Shelby. Then you can get back in.”

Huffing, I slid my feet over the side. This car was almost as difficult to get out of as the Corvette. He drummed his fingers on top of the car, but when I straightened, he grabbed my arm, yanking me aside. 

“Hey, baby doll,” he crooned. He slapped one hand on the top of the open door frame and swung his lanky body into my seat. Leaning over the console, he pressed his lips to Caroline’s and slammed the door.

I stared through the dark tint with wide eyes, thinking back to Caroline’s first words to me this morning. Well, honey, he and my stepbrother are talking about the race this weekend, so I reckon you’d better let me write you a note.

Behind me, a familiar voice sounded. “Damn rednecks.” Someone else shouted, “Must be true, incest is best.” Another voice cried, “Disgusting. They’ll burn in hell for that.”

Shock rooted me to the asphalt. Their kiss went on. And on. And on. When he climbed out of the car, even I was breathless. He jerked a thumb at the open door. “Get in. Drag races start in twenty minutes. Your brothers said to bring you along.”

***

Caroline bounced in the seat and leaned over to turn down the thumping stereo system. She patted the dash. Blue lights circled the dashboard gauges and tinted her face. “He’s got NOS, but we got this guy cold on pure horsepower.” I’d seen every Fast and Furious movie to date, so at least I knew that NOS was nitrous oxide. She revved the engine. “Hear that? Seven hundred and seven horses, rarin’ to go.” She hooted out the window. “Let’s do this!” 

Her opponent gunned the engine of his Honda and leered. The two engines sounded so different. Caroline’s had a deep-throated growl. His import emitted more of a whine. “You’re going down, Caroline.”

She raised her middle finger. “You wish I would, Bobby.” He looked older than the kids at school, but I thought she was right about the Honda. Surely, his car stood no chance against the beast under me. I’d listened to her chatter enough to know the Dodge Challenger was a throwback to the days when Detroit ruled the automotive world and gasoline was thirty cents a gallon. Seven hundred and seven horsepower had to be twice, if not three times, what the Honda had to offer. 

I had no idea what the extra punch from the illegal gas might be, but I absorbed confidence from my new friend. “What do you win?”

“Listen, Shelby, everything in this world is about gas or ass. Loser gives the winner head.”

While I stared, open-mouthed, Caroline reached across me and opened the dash compartment. She shoved a yellow handset into my hands. “This is a two-way radio. If the cops show, you’ll hear about it through this. Your job is to tell me. I’ll cry if this thing gets seized the first night I own it.”

“Seized?”

“The cops confiscate our cars if we get caught drag racing.” She grinned. “The risk is part of the adrenaline rush. You ready?”

I leaned over the console and blinked at the tiny red numbers on the glowing odometer. 113 miles. The speedometer went to two hundred. Two hundred miles an hour? 

How could the reward possibly outweigh the risk?

A girl in a micro mini skirt strutted past the front of the car. She halted on the yellow line between the Honda and the Dodge and lifted a white scarf. “Ready?” 

Caroline had carried the conversation on the way out here, talking animatedly about the impending race. I knew the quarter-mile sprint would end at a side road up ahead. Someone would be taking video in case of a close race. This dark stretch of two-lane was lit only by the headlights of the cars lined up to race, but bright strips of neon glowed underneath most of the vehicles lining the wide shoulders. 

The huge motor roared and the car gave a short lurch. My stomach followed suit. “Set!” the flag girl cried.

Despite my disappointment that I hadn’t seen Colt or Caine yet, excitement hummed through me. Winner gets head? I clutched the radio with one hand and triple-checked my seat belt, then gripped the console with the other. 

The flag dropped. The Dodge shot forward, pinning me to the seat. Caroline worked the gears and clutch with the same easy confidence Colt showed this morning. The slender trunks of the surrounding pines blurred as she picked up speed. I glanced out the window. The Honda fell back as the sleek Dodge hurtled down the road. 

By the time she hit third gear, the trees blurred into two walls of obsidian. My excitement climbed as the Honda nosed ahead, but Caroline manipulated the gearshift and popped the clutch. The Dodge flew past the other car a second time. 

The quarter mile race seemed to last forever, and yet, in a blink, flashes went off like fireworks. She eased off the gas. “Hell, yes!” She pumped her fist as the car slowed. The Honda pulled up beside me. I lowered my window. “I’m looking forward to this.” Caroline jabbed her index finger at the losing driver and giggled.

The Honda fell in behind us. She wheeled into a yet another curving country lane, about another quarter mile beyond the finish line. A big sign advertised houses for sale in a development named Sterling Estates. A wide yellow strip proclaiming, ‘Bank Sale’ had been slapped over the artist’s rendering of a brick Colonial with columns lining the elegant home’s front porch. 

The road cut back in the direction we’d come from. The farther we drove, the higher we climbed. Cars lined this road, too. I saw no houses, just scrubby trees and tall weeds. Below, on the start line in the distance, two more cars lined up side by side. The skinny girl dashed to the center line and lifted her scarf.  

The narrow road took a hard left and the lane ended in a cul-de-sac. I spied the Corvette at last. Caroline nosed the Dodge to the center of the asphalt circle and killed the engine. Through the windshield, I studied my stepbrothers. Colt leaned against the side of the car, arms crossed over his chest with his fingers pinned under his arms. Caine loitered at his side, holding a bottle of Budweiser.

The Honda pulled up behind the Dodge. Caroline got out of the car, so I did, too. Skipping to the front end, she bent and disappeared from my sight. When she popped into view again, she slung something around her raised index finger. The thing spun off, floating over the hood to land at my feet.

I stared at her bikini underwear. Doors slammed as other people got out of their vehicles. By the time I turned toward Caroline again, she was seated on the hood. The driver of the Honda strode around the front end. A semi-circle of guys formed, but they stood so close to her headlights, I couldn’t make out faces, just shirts and jeans. I thought Caroline and I were the only women.

“Better make her like it. I wanna hear her scream.” The voice came from behind me. I jerked around, recognizing Brandon, mostly by his T-shirt. He moved past me to stand at Caroline’s side. The crowd hooted and jeered as the losing driver went to his knees and bent his head between her thighs.  

Someone grabbed my hand. I looked up into Caine’s dark eyes. “C’mon. You can see better from our spot.” He half-dragged me through the small crowd around the Dodge. When we reached the Corvette, Colt lifted his chin in acknowledgment, but his eyes were riveted to the Challenger.

Caine put his hands on my shoulders. I tried to read his expression, wondering what Colt might’ve told him, but my silent stepbrother turned me to face the Dodge. Before disappointment could set in over the way Colt ignored me, Caine pulled me against him. He rocked his hips from side to side, rubbing his groin against my ass. His shaft grew hard and he ground it against my ass. The image from this morning, when he’d stroked his cock, was as clear to me as the way Caroline writhed.

Didn’t Colt see what Caine was doing? Did he care? I couldn’t help feeling aroused by the scene playing out in front of me. Brandon smiled down at Caroline, and occasionally, he’d kiss her. Her eyes were riveted to his face.  

I studied the man between Caroline’s thighs, trying to figure out what kind of game Colt and Caine were playing. Did they think I was going to be the household toy they passed back and forth? 

I thought the burst of wetness soaking my panties was due to the way Caroline moaned. Yeah, right. Dirty little stepsister, indeed.

A single streetlamp at our back illuminated the bobbing head between Caroline’s slender thighs. While I imagined what she felt, Brandon slid his hand under her sweater. The knit clung to the back of his hand, outlining his movements as he toyed with one nipple, then moved to the other. 

Caine leaned down to put his mouth close to my ear. “See how much she’s enjoying herself, Shelby? I could love me a woman like that. Just my bad luck that hot piece of ass is Brandon McKenna’s stepsister. He got to her first and he ain’t lettin’ go. Can’t say I blame him. She’s somethin’ special.”

I darted a glance at Colt. He nodded, but said nothing. Did he like that she was bold enough to spread her legs with people watching?

Caroline arched off the hood so high, her belly ring glinted. Her moans carried above the racing engines below. Brandon’s hand never ceased moving, twisting and pulling her nipples. I couldn’t tell what the loser was doing to her, but I imagined Colt doing it to me. I was wet, primed to be touched. Caine nipped my earlobe. “I think you could be like her, if you tried, Shelby. Wanna fuck someone on the hood of Colt’s car tonight?”

Someone? Did he mean him? My heart stuttered to a halt, then redlined. “She’s not fucking. She’s getting head.”

He chuckled. “She’s not fucking yet, but she will. She’ll spread her legs like a good girl, because she knows Brandon gets off on watching other guys fuck his woman.” He slid my hair aside and pressed hot lips to the spot below my ear. “I bet you come just from watching her.”

Confusion buzzed in my mind. The throb between my thighs made thinking difficult.

He slid his palm around my side. His fingertips nosed below the waistband of my skirt. “Tell me to touch you, Shelby. I’m so fucking jealous of Colt. Been thinkin’ about putting my fingers in your pussy all damn day.”

Anger surged through me. Colt told him? And now, he stood close enough to touch, but he didn’t care if Caine took his turn? For a smart girl, I’d been stupid. Why would I think he’d declare his undying love just because I let him put his finger in my pussy?

Just as fast, I wondered why it mattered. If Caine had driven me to school this morning, and he’d been the one to say and do the things Colt did, I’d have had sex with him—if what we’d done was sex. I wasn’t sure if I was still a virgin or not, so perhaps what I’d done with Colt wasn’t special. Maybe he wasn’t truly my first. Besides, hadn’t I swapped Caine and Colt in my fantasies like interchangeable parts?

Colt had shown me no respect and I’d done nothing to make him respect me. The first time he asked, I couldn’t get my panties off fast enough. I was a joke to him. He didn’t care if Caine touched me because he didn’t care about me. I was just the little stepsister that’d been foisted on them. Colt toyed with me for sport. Caine hadn’t said three words to me since the night he’d dropped the last cardboard box in my new room, but now he had the nerve to slide his fingers inside my panties and tell me to beg him to touch me?

But they’d both professed admiration for my new friend. She looked so free, so beautiful, so desirable laid out on that hood. No one could doubt she was enjoying herself. The erotic scene made me wet and the pulse between my things made me ache. Why not take Caine up on his offer? It was dark enough that I doubted anyone would see—except Colt. All eyes were riveted to Caroline. Her head whipped from side to side. Her moans grew louder. The guys standing around began to clap. Someone yelled, “Get her off, loser. Make that pussy run with cream.” One or two had moved down the sides of her car, angling for a better view. The streetlight at my back lit their faces. Their eyes gleamed with lust and admiration. I squeezed my thighs together. 

I’d been a pillar of virtue and the most attention I’d ever gotten from a hot guy was when I had class notes he needed.

Until today.  

“Touch me,” I murmured. I didn’t care if Colt felt anything for me. How could I care about him? I’d only known him for a week. But I liked the way I felt when he touched me. The look on his face when he stared at my pussy made me feel good.

Mom dragged me to this place without asking me if I wanted to be here. I hated living here, but had she asked? No. All she could see was Dale. Did a mother who cared about you get married without telling you? 

No, they did not. 

Every single time a hot guy looked her way, wasn’t she dialing the phone, looking for a place I could stay while she went off with him? Just like the saying, gas or ass. If you wanted to ride, you had to put out. She’d know that all along, just tried to make me think there was a better way. 

My mind blazed with anger. My body burned with lust. Why not? I mean, if she believed the shit she said, she wouldn’t have put me under the same roof with these two.

Caine pushed his hand over my mound and thrust his middle finger into my channel. He couldn’t go any deeper than Colt had, but I tightened around his finger and enjoyed the friction. Watching Caroline squirm and buck sent another jolt of arousal buzzing through my veins. He slid out of me, but circled my clit with his wet fingertip. I leaned against his chest.

“Spread your legs like a good girl,” Caine murmured. “Let big brother in, baby girl.” 

I shuddered and slid my feet apart. 

“Fuckin’ love the way you get wet, Shelby.” Caine’s rasp drove me higher. 

Colt leaned over to mutter in his ear. “Brother, you ever felt anything that tight?” He brushed his thumb over my nipple. Caine slid his free hand around my ribs. He pinched the opposite nipple, earning himself another gush of wetness. He promptly dragged the moisture to my clit. Jerking from the touch, I tipped my face up to Colt’s. The look that’d captivated me this morning blazed in his eyes.

The other half of me forgave Mom for what she’d done, because that twisted something in my chest surged with fierce emotion at Colt’s heated gaze. My head knew this was wrong, but the feeling was too powerful to fight. 

Caroline cried, “Ah, ah, God, I’m coming!” Colt turned to look, so I did, too. She slammed her thighs together, pinning the man between her legs. Caine pressed my clit, massaging the nub in a circle that made me gasp for breath. 

When she stilled and let him go, the crowd clapped and whistled. The loser lifted his head and stepped back. Caroline left her thighs wide. Saliva and her juices gleamed on her bare pussy. I wondered which of us was wetter. 

“Who wants to fuck a winner?” Brandon barked. “My baby’s gonna need a hard cock after that performance.”

My baby. The fierce possessiveness in his tone hit me like a hammer. 

Colt stepped in front of me at last, blocking my view of the action on the car. “Sit her on the back of the ‘Vette,” Caine ordered, pulling his hand out of my skirt. “Take those fucking panties off her and get the hell outta my way, brother.”

Caine’s tone echoed Brandon’s. The idea that he felt anything for me drove me higher. The night was fraught with sex and danger and I wanted to feel dangerous. I’d never understood Mom’s addiction to bad boys, but I did now. I’d never felt anything as intense as what happened inside me when I saw the look in Colt’s eyes when I nodded.

Colt gripped my waist and lifted me off the asphalt. I hugged his hips with my knees pressed my nose against his neck. Underneath his cologne lurked a musky fragrance I liked. Pulling away, he studied my face for a moment. I read the dare in his eyes— and the intent. My heart thundered when he hoisted me higher. Pinning me to his chest with a hand between my shoulder blades, he slid the other under my hair. Already primed and wet, something inside me softened and grew needier when he wrapped his hand around the base of my neck. I felt small and powerless and possessed. I twined my arms around his neck, thrilled by the way his hard body felt against mine. 

Colt’s kiss was nothing like the wet, tentative kisses I’d had before. He swept his tongue in my mouth, thrusting deep, demanding access to every part of my mouth. Heat from his rigid cock seeped through the thin cotton covering my mound. He circled his hips, grinding the shaft against my sex. Pulling away, he tipped his head. I turned to meet Caine’s lips. He kisses just as rough and deep. He wore the same cologne, but his taste, his scent, the very texture of his tongue was different from Colt’s. Just as good, only different. 

Colt’s lips were at my ear now. “If you’re gonna be with me, Shelby, you better get it in your mind right now, I like to share, and I like to watch. If you’re fucking me, then you’re fucking Caine.”

Caine pulled away from our kiss. Dazed with desire, I kept my gaze on his dark eyes. He strode to the rear of the car and patted the trunk lid. Colt turned and took the three steps to stand at his brother’s side. My bottom connected with cool metal. I didn’t want to let go, but Colt gripped my arms to pull them loose, so I leaned against the back glass. He shoved my skirt up and dug his fingers into the waistband of my underwear, ripping them down my legs. 

“Your turn to welcome our little sister to the family, brother.” Colt moved close, blocking my view of the crowd with his body. He pushed my thighs open. 

Caine grabbed my ankles and pulled my shoes off. He positioned my feet on the edge of the trunk, opening me wide. The cool night air barely dampened the heat inside me. I stared at his handsome face, watching him devour me with his eyes while I studied the similarities between him and his brother, and memorized the differences. Colt leaned close, partially blocking my view of Caine. 

He thrust his hand under my shirt and gripped one taut peak. Pain streaked through the tender point, but all that did was make me wetter. His low voice mesmerized me. “Don’t you want Caine to make you come, like you wanted me to make you come this morning? Ask him nicely and I bet he will.”

It was easier to say this time. “Touch me, Caine. I need to come.” In the background, the steady slap of flesh against flesh rang through the night. 

Caine dragged his finger through my slit, then pressed my clit so hard, I gasped. He didn’t relent, but his finger was wet and the longer he ground the sensitive nub, the better the touch felt. 

Colt pushed my shirt up and bent to suck a nipple into his mouth. Both brothers touching me at once sent crazy electricity zig-zagging through my veins. This was better than any drug. This was my drug.

Across the cul-de-sac, a man grunted. “Fuck, I’m gonna come.” Caroline’s moans grew louder. The flesh striking sounds grew more frenzied. My sex-soaked brain sketched how hard the the man must be thrusting into Caroline and the image drove me higher. 

“That’s right, drive that cock in deep. She likes it like that,” Brandon ordered. It seemed like such a forbidden thing to hear a guy say about his woman, I nearly came. 

Colt lifted his head, stretching my nipple until the peak burned. He let go. “I knew you were a wildcat the minute I laid eyes on you. Caine’s gonna lick you like candy. Ride that tongue, baby sister. Come all over his face. See what it feels like to win.”

Oh, God. Oh, God, yes. 

The light from Caroline’s car, broken by the bodies standing around, cast Caine’s face in shadowed planes, but his eyes held mine. I felt beautiful when Colt smiled. “Good girl. Don’t make a liar out of me. I’ve been texting him all day, promising him that you’re gonna make him harder than steel and you’ll have him so damn crazy, when he blows, it’ll just about take his damn head off.”

My tummy hollowed. Caine’s warm breath swept across my mound and tickled the inside of my thighs. Chill bumps raced over my skin. The first touch of his tongue made me gasp. He swept the warm muscle down one side of my slit. Then he pointed then end and circled my entrance until I wriggled away. He grabbed my hips and dragged me to him again, holding my eyes while he slid his tongue up the opposite side. 

This seemed too intimate for the situation, and not intimate enough for my first time. That very incongruity made me hold my breath and let it happen. He traced circles around the swollen nub at the top of my channel. The touch, combined with Colt’s steady suckling, was unbearably delicious. I arched off the metal, and when I came down, Caine drove his tongue into me. I cried aloud. His eyes flashed. I tried to clamp down and hold him still until I could catch my breath, but he fucked his tongue in and out of me at a dizzying pace.

The buzz of knowing strange men with hard cocks stood nearby added to the power of the hum zipping through me, but I felt no fear. Who’d challenge the Hannah brothers? Colt returned to his suckling and teasing. His saliva on my nipples cooled, adding another delicious layer of sensation. Caine drove his tongue in and out like a piston. I’d never felt anything this good. If I’d even suspected sex could feel like this, I’d have started much sooner. 

Caine’s teeth mashed my clit, setting off hard sparks of pleasure inside me. The widening circles from his thrusting tongue, reacted like gasoline when they collided with those sparks. I tried to hold still, but with every sensitive point stroked, staying still wasn’t possible. I had to have more. I craved something harder so bad, I ached. 

I wrapped my legs around Caine’s neck. He gripped my hips tighter and straightened, dragging me lower on the car. My weight shifted to my shoulders and my bottom hung in midair. He licked and nipped, even biting my clit, before he settled down to the delicious tongue-fuck once more. 

Caroline cried out her release. “Who’s next?” Brandon yelled. “God, I love the sound of sloppy seconds. Someone get a rock hard cock in here, quick, before she cools off.”

An unfamiliar voice called out, “Hell yeah, I’ll go. My cock’s hard enough to drive nails.”

I gripped Caine’s head with my thighs. He responded by sucking on my clit. My hips jerked uncontrollably as the pleasure dragged me under. My release shuddered through me. I needed to breathe, to pull free long enough to get my body under control, but Caine kept going. 

“Fuck, yeah, brother. Lick that pretty pussy till her cream runs down the paint.” He turned to look at me. “Tell Caine that you’re gonna come on your big brother’s tongue.” He pinched my nipple when I didn’t respond. “Tell him.”

“I’m going to come on my big brother’s tongue.” The dirty words should’ve disgusted me. Instead, they shoved me over the edge. 

“Stop. Stop, please. I can’t take any more,” I whispered, trying to wriggle free. Neither stepbrother stopped. Colt fastened his mouth around my nipple, sucking hard. Caine switched things up, now dragging his tongue over my clit. It was too soon. I grabbed his hair, trying to pull him away, but then, thanks to lightning fast lashes from tongue, the fireworks struck inside me again. I screamed. Colt’s response was to pinch my unmolested nipple. Caine stopped licking at last, but he gripped my nub between his lips and pressed down, grinding the sensitive point. 

Incredible shards of painful pleasure streaked through my pussy. My channel spasmed, clenching hard and releasing. Wave after wave of white-hot pleasure ripped through my body. Bursts of intense blue light pierced the night sky.

Car doors slammed. Engines cranked, motors raced. I couldn’t see past Colt, but I sensed that people were leaving. Caroline’s victory celebration was over. I supposed another winner was ready to collect his or her reward.

“Fuck me,” I begged Colt. I buried my fingers in his hair and tried to pull his mouth off my nipple. “I want you to be my first.”

He raised his head and regret twisted his face. “Baby, I’d hurt you. And Caine don’t do virgins.”

“What?” I gasped, unsure I’d heard correctly. 

A commanding voice cut through the night. “Everybody stay where you are. This is the police. We have the video from tonight’s races. If your car ran and we got it on film, it’s now property of Cabarrus County Sheriff’s Department All exits are blocked. Remain where you are.”

“What?” Lost in a haze of sexual pleasure, I couldn’t quite grasp what was happening. 

“Goddamn it.” Caine let me go with a curse. My buttocks landed on the edge of the trunk, making my balance precarious. Caine grabbed my thighs to steady me, but whispered harshly, “Fuck, Colt, can you see who’s leadin’ the raid?” 

“Looks like Mack Brown’s doin’ the honors himself,” Colt whispered.” I’d recognize that beer gut anywhere.”

“No, dammit!” Caroline’s wail pierced my sexual haze. “Not my car. Please, sheriff, I just got this car today. I’ll do anything. Please, don’t take my baby.”

“That goddamn car cost close to fifty grand.” We can’t let Caroline lose it.” Colt spun and took a step toward the Dodge. I gasped in horror when he moved and I could see past him. A county police vehicle was parked beside the Dodge. Intense blue lights circled inside the bar mounted on top, giving a garish, strobing quality to the scene unfolding in the cul-de-sac. 

Caroline dropped to her knees, looking up. An obese man in a khaki uniform glared from under a wide-brimmed hat. He tugged handcuffs from a black leather utility belt around his massive waist. 

“No!” Mascara-streaked tears streamed down Caroline’s cheeks. “Please, Mack, you’ve known me since I was a kid. My daddy just bought me this car.” She reached for his fly and to my astonishment, dragged the zipper down. I held my breath. Surely, she didn’t plan to—

The officer took a step back and laughed. “Girl, I ain’t interested in no pussy as used as yours.”

The harsh statement made me blink. I realized Caine had his thumb on my clit again. What the hell? I struggled to sit up and tried to push him away. 

He dug his fingers into my thigh and pressed the nub harder. “Stop, Shelby. Just sit still. He don’t give a red hot damn about us. All the sheriff can see is the twenty-five, thirty grand he’ll make off Colt’s little sister’s car at the next seized property auction.”

Thirty grand? How was that possible when the car cost twice that? 

Wait. Colt’s sister? I blinked in confusion. “Who? What sister?”

He scowled. “Caroline is Colt’s half sister. Same mama. This is gon’ tear him up.”

Colt looked over his shoulder. The pain in his eyes struck me like a blow from a fist. “Goddamn, I gotta do somethin’, Caine.” His gaze raked me. He cut his eyes back to his brother. I tried to squirm away from Caine’s prodding finger, with no luck. Fear pounded through my veins, but the insistent prodding from Caine wouldn’t let me think.

A steady beep, beep, beep, distracted me from Colt’s scrutiny. The rear of a tow truck came into view. The driver backed up to the Challenger’s rear end.

I looked toward Caroline. Her hand worked at the front of the sheriff’s khaki pants. Was she jerking him off?

“Gas or ass, Caroline,” the fat man barked. He turned his head in our direction. “I’m gonna let Wade hook this car up if you can’t offer me somethin’ I ain’t had before.”

Colt spun and leaned close. “Shelby, listen. I want you. I wanna be with you, but Caine ain’t gonna bust your cherry and I’m too damn big. Mack Brown’s dick ain’t this big around.” He held up the same thumb he’d put inside me this morning. “I’ll love you forever if you’ll do this for me, baby. Just let the old man bust that cherry. He’ll let us race for a year before he comes back for another taste.” He smoothed a hand over my hair. “I know you’ll be long gone by then. I’ll figure out how to deal with that later, but I’ll be right here the whole time, staring into those pretty green eyes. It’ll be over before you know it.”

No! No! Instead, I opened my mouth and the words that came out were, “But, it’s my first time. I wanted it to be with you.”

Caine pressed my clit harder. My body reacted, despite the logical voice saying to get the hell out of here. I’ll love you forever, was the phrase my heart seized on.

“Shelby, you’ve seen his cock. You gotta work up to that, baby sister. That’s the big leagues. Besides, the first time always sucks for girls. Mack won’t hurt you much.” He winked. “And I guarantee you’ll never get a speedin’ ticket in this county.”

Horror froze me in place. He couldn’t be serious. 

“Say yes, baby doll. Please, do this for me.” Colt’s eyes held a plea. He tangled his fingers in my hair and tugged. “Say no and that car’s gone forever. I swear to God, I’ll take you home and put you in the shower and hold you all night long.” He kissed my cheek. “We’ll just kiss and cuddle until the sun comes up. I promise I’ll make you forget this ever happened.”

Mesmerized by his pleading expression, it felt like I’d stepped out of my own skin. But I knew, deep down in my gut, that if I said no, he’d spin this tale to my mother in the worst light. 

I pictured her horrified face in my mind. Her sobs rang inside my head. If I made trouble with Caine and Colt, it would blow back on her and Dale’s relationship. I had no choice, really. 

That wasn’t why I said, “Okay.” I was still hearing him saying, “I’ll love you forever.”

The look in Colt’s eyes when I agreed made me sick to my stomach and happy, all at once. 

“Hey, Mack, how about this one?” Caine yelled. “I been rubbin’ her cherry all night.”

Boots scuffed the asphalt, coming closer. The top of the sheriff’s stiff-brimmed hat barely cleared Colt’s shoulder. Deep-set eyes glittered inside a round, pale face. 

Colt leaned forward, blocking my view of the policeman. “Good girl,” he crooned. “So fuckin’ beautiful.” He pressed his lips to mine. I felt a pinch to my nipple. Caine moved from between my thighs. Cold air rushed in, but wide hips soon blocked the chill.

I felt everything and nothing. Hands fumbled between my thighs. A belt buckle jingled.

Caine moved to the other side of the car. His mouth felt warm on my nipple, but his hard tugs had no effect. One sweaty palm gripped my hips. A fist brushed my folds, something pushed me open, burrowing a short distance inside me. “Damn tight hole. You ain’t lyin’ about that cherry, neither. Goddamn, Colt, this is primo shit.”

“Pretty baby,” Colt crooned. “Such a good girl.” I held his gaze, gasping with pain when the fat man grabbed my hips and lunged forward. Colt smothered the sound with his lips. I focused on the thrust of his tongue, desperate to hold another, similar sensation at bay.

Past Colt’s light hair, I tracked a tiny red light streaking across the sky. A plane? I wished to be on it, going anywhere. At the same time, my mind leaped ahead to Colt’s promise. We’ll just kiss and cuddle until the sun comes up. I promise I’ll make you forget this ever happened.

“Fuck!” The motion between my thighs ceased. The thing inside me jerked. I tried to figure out what the hot, wet sensation might be. 

“Carl! Unhook that Dodge.” The scuffing sound moved away and I gasped for breath.

Colt pushed my shirt down. “Be right back, babe.” 

I had to get off this car. I struggled onto my elbows. Caine slid a hand under my back and helped me sit. I gripped the hand he offered and prepared for the jump to the ground. A gush of fluid stopped me. In one horrified heartbeat, I identified the sensation. “He didn’t use a condom?” I forced the words through my sobs.

Caine’s brow furrowed, then his eyes went wide. “You ain’t on the Pill?”

I drew back and swung. Sharp pain sizzled up my arm when I connected with his cheek. My palm went numb all the way to my wrist. “Why would I be on the Pill?”

I thought for a minute he’d hit me back, but the flare of anger in his eyes died as fast as it lit. “Hang on, Shelby. Don’t move.” He jerked away, running to open the car door, then he ducked inside. 

I didn’t want to look for Colt. I shouldn’t have to. He should be right by my side. He’d asked me for something huge, something that should’ve earned me his loyalty. And now that I’d given it, he just walked away? To see about a goddamn car? A piece of metal with no feelings?

No, to check on Caroline.

Don’t look at him. Don’t look at him. 

My head swiveled anyway, like something besides me controlled it. He stood a few feet away, talking to the cop. While I fought to stifle my tears, he slapped the sheriff on the back and stuffed his fist into his front pocket. The plain blue sedan sagged when the cop wedged his body behind the wheel. 

Caine tapped me on the shoulder. I dragged my gaze back to him. “Lay down, girl.” He lifted a brown bottle. I identified the Budweiser label by the corners that peeked from underneath his palm. He pushed my shoulder. “This’ll drown them little swimmers.”

This isn’t happening. This isn’t me. This is just a bad dream. 

Tears stung my eyes. I tried to blink them back, fearing I’d never stop crying if I started, but one spilled over. 

His expression softened. He smoothed his thumb over the hot trail. When he drew back, my tear glistened on his fingertip. Holding my gaze, he lifted his thumb to his lips and licked the droplet. 

“If you need to hit me again, Shelby, go ahead. As many times as you need. But we gotta to get this done first.” Breaking my gaze, he pulled his keys out of his front pocket and used something on his keychain to pry the bottle cap off. “You’re gonna get a buzz,” he warned, lifting my skirt. “But hold this in as long as you can. Lie back.”

I gritted my teeth and lowered my torso to the car again. The smooth glass stuck to soft tissues that were no longer wet. Cold fluid ran down my thighs and under my buttocks, but some went inside me. I breathed deep and pressed my lips together so I didn’t scream as Caine sloshed the beer into me. I felt a pinch when he tipped the bottom of the bottle high. 

“Give me some.” My thirst overrode my horror. I grabbed the bottle and drained the beer, chocking it al down before Caine pried it from my hand. A crash in the brush behind the car made me stiffen, until I realized he’d tossed the bottle. 

Not knowing if this was a good idea or another bad one, I tried to squeeze my muscles and hold the liquid inside.  

“Hey,” Caine whispered, drawing my eyes back to his. Numbness spread through my abdomen. My head felt heavy and hard to control. He reached behind his head and jerked his shirt off. Wadding the garment, he stuffed it between my legs. Leaning over me, he slid his fingers through mine and squeezed my hands so tight I winced, but the contact helped me hold together when I felt like I might fly apart. His dark eyes bored into mine. I was so cold now, but his big body felt like a blanket. He nuzzled my chin, working his way to my mouth.

The uncomfortable sensation in my channel faded as my body warmed the beer. My nipples started to tingle and they drew into tight beads. What the hell was wrong with me? Had I no control over my own body when these two were around? 

His lips came down on mine, scattering my ability to think. He kissed me, hard and fierce. How could I be aroused? I kissed him back, because thinking about how his taste and technique differed from Colt’s kept worse thoughts at bay. 

“My turn.” The feminine voice caused Caine to break away. “Damn, girl, that was somethin’ else. I don’t even know what to say.” Caroline’s light hair fell forward, and her face came closer and closer until I couldn’t hold her eyes in focus. Warm lips, much softer than Caine’s, touched mine. She kissed more gently than either of my stepbrothers. It felt quite nice, so I kissed her back. Masculine hoots—approval?—seemed to come from far away. 

Then, somehow, I was kissing Brandon. His kiss was just as intimate as the rest, but I didn’t care for the feeling of his tongue in my mouth. At last, I heard Colt’s rough command. “Enough, McKinna.” Something metallic flashed at the edge of my vision. “Take my car to the house, Brandon. Caroline can bring you back for your truck. Caine, let’s roll.”

Colt scooped me into his arms and all I could see were his eyes. “I got you, baby. Goddamn, what’d I do to deserve you?” He pressed a hand to the back of my head, pushing with gentle pressure. My heart thumped when I snuggled against his chest and put my head on his shoulder. He pressed his lips to my temple. “Let’s go home, baby girl.” 

Would it feel like home now?

I dozed off after the truck pulled out of the cul-de-sac and sped down the dark two-lane road. When I woke, I blinked at the bright lights of a Walmart. Colt’s arms tightened around me, so I laid my head down and drifted back to sleep. 

The dome light and a buzzing noise roused me. “We’re home, Shelby.” My legs didn’t seem like they’d hold me, but Colt was there to steady me. They led me past the old cars parked in the carport at the back of the house. Caine eased a sliding glass door open. He handed Colt a small paper bag. Hooking a finger under my chin, he tipped my face to his. His kiss was no more than a touch to my lips. “Goodnight, little sister.”

Colt led me forward. I blinked at the grease-stained concrete floor and unpainted block walls. To my right, double doors sat in the middle of a paneled wall that partitioned the full basement, but Colt led me down a short hallway between that room and the staircase. 

I peered into a darkened room, spying a washer and dryer, but the next door down was his destination. He flipped a switch. I blinked at the sudden flare of bright lights. When the spots cleared from my vision, I gazed numbly at the bare bones bathroom. Colt unrolled the paper bag.

“We’re gonna get you cleaned up in the shower, okay? Then, you need to use this. Don’t want you gettin’ a yeast infection from that goddamn beer.” I blinked at the generic box, reading the words over and over. Vaginal antifungal? 

Had he done this before? Why did he seem to know more about my body than I did? I couldn’t think straight enough to decide whether using the over-the-counter treatment for yeast infections made any sense. Caine had warned me the beer would give me a buzz, but I felt more out of control than the small amount of alcohol that’d made it inside me seemed to explain. 

The horror of what I’d done—everything I’d done—hovered in the back of my mind. To keep those thoughts at bay, I focused on Colt, watching while he started the water running and then stripped off his clothes. I couldn’t let myself think too hard, or too straight. I couldn’t stop shivering and my fingers kept slipping when I tried to undress. 

He pushed my skirt down, then tugged my shirt off. Where were my panties? 

Taking my hand, he led me into the shower stall. The stream wasn’t as wide or as forceful as the shower in the upstairs bath, thanks to a hand-held sprayer that snaked up the stall on a metal hose, but steam filled the pre-fabricated unit. His hands felt strong and firm when he soaped them and slid them over me, never once breaking my gaze. I winced when he soaped my folds thoroughly, but at the same time, the confidant, intimate touch comforted me. 

“Turn around,” he urged. I didn’t want to lose sight of him, but he pulled me against his chest, pinning me to him with one arm. “Put your foot on the wall.”

I lifted my leg and clung to the fiberglass with my toes. He lifted the sprayer off the hook and aimed it between my thighs. I arched when the stream touched my clit. He bent his head, murmuring in my ear. “You’re mine, Shelby. Just let go, baby. Don’t think about anything but how good I make you feel. That’s all we’ll ever have, but we got that.”

I tried to twist away from the insistent stream, but he clamped me more tightly with his forearm and moved his fingers to my nipple. Strumming the wet point, he flayed me with words as well as water. “You’re going to come, Shelby. You’ll come because I want you to come. This is us, baby. This is what we are. I control that streak of heat inside your pussy. It’s mine. You saved it just for me, didn’t you? Give it up, it ain’t yours no more.”

He had to be right. In my dazed state, it seemed everything started and ended with Colt. He manipulated the water flow from side to side, up and down, keeping the jet trained on my nub. I tried to hold the orgasm off because I sensed that giving him this much control was dangerous. With the force of a rip tide, in a single day, he’d swept me through milestone events and emotions that should’ve taken months to reach. 

My climax hit me hard and fast, wrenching my insides. I cried out and shuddered against him, and my last dazed thought was a memory of the lifeguard who’d dragged me out of the ocean explaining to Mom that fighting a rip tide was the worst way to save yourself from one. I just couldn’t recall what he said to do to survive. 

Chapter Six
[image: image]
Mom leaned over the bar. “Good morning, Shelby. Didn’t you sleep well, dear?”

My cheeks heated, mostly because Caine set his glass of orange juice down and followed Mom’s lead, raking my frame with curious eyes. Colt slipped from between my damp sheets just before the sun came up. I had no idea where he was, unless he’d gone to his room and blown off work to sleep. I didn’t have the same luxury. If I didn’t want to raise my mother’s suspicions, I had to go to school.

“You look nice, Shelby. Happy birthday, dear.” Mom broke the awkward silence. She smiled and pointed to the bar stool beside Caine. “You have time to eat breakfast.”

Caine patted me on the back. “Eat up, sis. I’ll drive you to school. I got stuck being the gopher today. Dad handed me a list longer than my di—longer than my arm—of stuff he needs me to pick up for the trip to Daytona.”

Daytona. My fogged brain kicked into gear. Colt had skipped work because they were all leaving town.

On my eighteenth birthday. The night after I’d—

“T-thanks.” I grabbed the glass of juice Mom sat in front of me and drank deeply. I felt her puzzled gaze. I sat the glass down and stared at the two inches of orange liquid in the bottom. “So, excited about your honeymoon?”

She didn’t answer, so I looked up. She slid scrambled eggs onto a plate but cut her eyes toward Caine. 

He burst out laughing. “Never fear, Macy. Me and Colt know Dad’s ‘get lost’ look. We’re just hitching a ride is all. Once we hit Daytona, you’ll never see us. Should be shorts weather in Florida. I can’t wait.” Caine sighed and stroked his chest. “The team’s gonna kick ass, too.”

Picturing girls in bikinis hanging all over Colt, I could barely form the words. “Uh, when are y’all leaving?” 

“Dale said he’d be home by four, no later than five.” Mom scowled at Caine—for his language, no doubt. Was that the biggest problem she had? I felt like an understudy, shoved into a role I’d barely studied for. “Shelby, are you sure you don’t want to go?” 

I conjured images of sleek, tanned bodies. The glare of sunshine off my skin might blind a racecar driver. Besides, in a space that small, Mom was bound to catch on to what was happening between Colt and me. Not to mention, it was their honeymoon. I imagined another squeaking bed, this time over my head. Just... no. 

But why hadn’t Colt mentioned he still planned to go? Stupid, stupid. I knew he hadn’t meant a word of what he’d said. He wanted to hang on to the car, for his sister, that’s all.

I veered from memories of the night before and struggled to seem normal. “I have a paper due Friday and two tests. Better not.” If he’d just begged off this trip, we could have the house to ourselves. 

My bad choices yawned in front of me like a black, gaping hole, filled with my own stupidity. Why had I done what I did for a girl no one liked and whom I barely knew?

Caine stood, reaching over my shoulder to snag his keys off the wooden board lined with hooks. “Ready to roll, Shelby?”

“Yep.” I jumped off the stool, leaving my eggs untouched. 

An angry gray sky loomed low overhead. I settled my book bag over my shoulder and hurried to the passenger side of his truck. It took him a minute to climb in and unlock my door. My eyes strayed to the back of the Corvette. I vaguely recalled Brandon and Caroline dropping it off about the time Colt dragged me out of the shower. Three streams of dried liquid marred the shiny paint on the rear end. 

My stomach rolled. Hot, acidic liquid bubbled up the back of my throat. I dashed to the grass, heaving and trying to bend forward far enough not to splatter my blue jeans and shoes.

A hand came down on my lower back. “You okay, Shelby?”

I scrubbed the back of my hand over my lips. Twisting away, I straightened. “Yes.”

“Hey, don’t worry. It’s a goddamn shame Mack’s dick’s too small for a rubber, but I guarantee, that bottle of Bud did the trick.”

“And if it didn’t?” I shoved past him and climbed into the truck. 

“Most pharmacies ‘round here won’t carry the morning after pill. Religious objections, you know. We’ll get you an abortion, if we need to. Don’t worry about the money.”

I was about ninety-nine percent sure it was too soon for me to get pregnant, since I’d started the day after we’d moved in, but I wasn’t sure if Caine’s rough offer made me feel better or worse. I did know he was dead right about the emergency contraceptive. Most pharmacies didn’t carry it. If the ownership, like in the nationwide chain stores, had no objection, most of the pharmacists they hired just refused to stock it. 

He took the same side road Colt had used the day before. I thought about asking him about the Daytona trip, but figured he’d just find a way to justify Colt’s decision. I was sure the trip had been planned for months. Maybe a few days alone would help me get my head on straight. 

I needed a plan in case the worst happened. So much for going shopping with the money Mom gave me. I’d better hold on to every dime. I had to stop trusting every word these two said.  

Caine’s hand came down on my leg, breaking my reverie. “Go to homeroom. Then, go see the nurse. Tell her... tell her that your parents fought all night. Tell her that things got ugly at the house. She’ll let you sleep for a few hours.”

***

“Shelby!” My mother’s voice rang down the hall. “We’re leaving, honey. Come say goodbye.”

I hurled my phone onto the bed and opened the door, cracking a huge yawn. “Mom? Leaving already?”

She raked her fingers through my hair, but peered over my shoulder. My laptop was on my desk, open to my English paper. I’d posed my History book on the rumpled bedspread. She brought her troubled gaze back to my face. “I’ve worried all day about leaving you home alone for so long. Especially without a car.”

I rolled my eyes. “If I had a car, that’d be your excuse to worry. I’m eighteen. Breathe.” 

“Dad wants to know what the holdup is. You got another bag to go in the motor home, Macy?” Caine crossed his arms over his chest and leaned one shoulder against the wall beside the bathroom door, knocking a framed snapshot of their wedding askew. 

“Macy!” Colt’s voice made me stiffen. “Dad’s ready to ride. He wants to be in Daytona before the next millennium rolls around.” He strode up to Caine, deliberately, I thought, bumping his brother in the back. He kept his eyes on Mom. 

My face grew hotter. Why, oh, why couldn’t he wear a shirt?

I had to get them gone. I went up on tiptoe and kissed her cheek. “Have fun. And bring home that trophy, will ya?” She put her arms around me, squeezing until I was breathless. My eyes strayed to Colt. He looked toward the den. 

“Better hurry.” I returned Mom’s tight squeeze, marveling at my ability to sound so normal when my foolish heart was breaking in two. “Love you. Drive safe. See you Monday.”

“It might be Tuesday.” She let me go but still hesitated, looking from me to the book to the laptop. 

“Macy, move your sweet ass,” Dale yelled. Now the hallway was clogged with all three pieces of hot man flesh. Dale smiled over Mom’s shoulder. “Be good, kiddo.”

I gave him a thumbs up. “Give ‘em hell, Dale.”

His grin was arrogant. “That’s the job and I do it well.” 

“Coming, honey.” Mom pecked me on the cheek again. To my relief, Dale grabbed her hand and half-dragged her away. She looked over her shoulder. “Be good, sweetheart.”  

Too late, Mom. 

Colt and Caine made no move to follow. Despite my hammering heart, I grabbed the door and gave it a hard swing. 

The panel bounced back at me before I could heave a sigh of relief. Only the toe of my Chuck Taylors stopped the edge from hitting me in the face. Colt wedged his body into the opening and peered at the back of the door. He eyed the skirt I’d hung up to put on later. I wasn’t going to sit home and cry over him. I ached to tell him that Caroline was coming over and we were going out, but didn’t dare.  

“I smell a rat. Your cheeks are damn near as red as your hair. You’ve been on the same damn page of that textbook for three hours now, and I’d burn that skirt, if there was enough of it to light on fire. You’d better not leave this house wearing it.” Colt’s blue eyes narrowed. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” I whispered, praying Mom had already gone outside. But I hadn’t heard the side door open and close. She was probably in the kitchen.

“What skirt?” Caine added his weight to the door. I had no choice but to step back and let them in. Caine yanked the hangar off the hook and scowled at the garment. 

They exchanged a look I couldn’t decipher, but they had no idea how paranoid my mother was. Fanning that flame made no sense. I felt like a mouse, pinned down while two eagles circled, wondering which would strike first. 

And why.

While I glared at Colt, the suspicion drained from his eyes. “Okay. Guess me and Caine aren’t used to having a brain around. Good luck on the test and all, little sister.” 

Caine slapped Colt in the gut with the back of his hand. “C’mon on, brother. You’re buying the first tank of gas, asshole.”

I blinked, partly because of the way Colt’s six-pack rippled with the violent motion. “Uh, aren’t y’all riding in the motor home with Mom and Dale?”

“Hell, no. we talked it over and decided to drive.” Caine grinned. “This family has a rule. If a chick needs a ride, she’d better be prepared to pay with ass or gas.” His brows flashed up and down. “And Dad puts the gas on a company card. I hope Macy knows she’s going to get bent over the table every time he has to fill that gas-guzzler up.”

His crude words made my cheeks sting. “That’s my mother you’re talking about.”

Caine just smiled and took his hand off the door. Curling his fingers around my arm, Colt yanked me against his chest. I knew I should jerk away, but shock rooted me in place. “Do you kiss your mama with that dirty mouth, little sister?” His smiling lips bent so close to mine that my mouth went dry. 

“She’d better not be kissing anybody with it.” Caine scowled and moved closer to Colt. His black eyes flashed with ...what the hell is that? 

Not jealousy. Get real. What kind of game are they playing?

To my relief, Dale hollered from the kitchen. “Move your asses, both of you.”

“Bye.” I pulled away from Colt and threw all my weight into the door. My thundering pulse slowed when they allowed it to close. I held my breath until the side door squeaked, then banged shut. 

I had no idea what kind of game they were playing, but relief and fury made it hard to catch my breath. I peered through the sheers. Dale helped Mom into the high seat. When he shut the door and rounded the front of the motor home, her face remained turned toward the house. Caine pulled his truck around the camper. I held my breath, fearing she’d get out and drag me along at the last minute. It seemed to take forever until Dale cranked the engine. At last, the big black box chugged up the road behind Caine’s truck. 

I yanked my makeup bag open and stirred through the contents. They could both go to hell for all I cared. I was going out.

Chapter Seven

[image: image]

“Why didn’t you tell me you were Colt’s sister?” Caroline sprawled on my bed, watching me apply eyeliner. 

She laughed. “I don’t know. You looked ready to slap me and all I’d done was hug him. I ain’t gonna lie. I was gonna play you for a while, just to see you get fired up.” She rolled onto her stomach, kicking her feet in the air above her butt like a kid. “But then you stepped up and saved my ass, big time, so I’m glad I didn’t have the chance.”

Can’t go there. “So, your mother is Colt’s mother?” I licked the tip of the eyeliner pencil and studied her face in my makeup mirror.

“Yeah. She and Dale weren’t but kids when she got knocked up with Colt. Dale took him, because she wanted to finish school. He had Caine already, anyway. Said two would be half as much trouble as one.” She giggled. “Like puppies.”

Somewhere in the back of my mind, banjos dueled, playing the theme song to the movie Deliverance. Just as fast, I decided that harsh assessment wasn’t fair. It sounded like Dale had been a wild child, but when the time came, he’d stepped up and handled his responsibilities. Maybe he’d drilled that quality into his sons.

And maybe somewhere, pigs could fly.

“So, you and Colt are a thing now?” I stared into the mirror, catching her shrug. “He texted me, okay?”

I grabbed a tissue to wipe off the crooked line over my eye. “I guess.” I couldn’t bring myself to ask what he’d said in his text.

She crossed her feet at the ankles and kicked faster, heels nearly touching her buttocks. “You know about them, right?”

“Know... what?” My heart lurched. I doubted I could handle another revelation. In the brief time it took her to respond, my imagination filled in two wives and a couple of kids they’d failed to mention. Or prison records longer than my arm. Or—

“They share. Their women. If you’re fuckin’ Colt, then sooner or later, you’re fuckin’ Caine.”

I didn’t know her well enough to really open up. But, I did know she was as free-spirited as they came, so I burst out laughing. And no matter what I said, it wasn’t like she had any friends, so who’d she repeat my words to? “Oh, I see. And the downside is...? Help me out.”

She planted her face in my bedspread, giggling so hard the bed shook. Rolling over, she stared at the ceiling. “I know. I mean, I guess I know. Pisses me off, though. I’d do Caine so hard his bones rattled, but I wouldn’t touch Colt even if I could, so that’s an itch I’ll never get to scratch.”

Her remark shouldn’t have been funny, but I laughed so hard, I had to wipe my eye makeup off and start over. When in Rome, and all that.

I thought I saw headlights flash outside, but by the time I spun in my seat to look, the light was gone. I blew off what I’d seen as just someone headed down the road, but a minute later, two car doors slammed outside in the driveway. Boots pounded the deck stairs.

The truck? Or the motor home? 

Mom would’ve started calling my name as soon as she opened the door, wouldn’t she? Or was she being quiet because she’d think Caroline car belonged to a guy? 

I heard nothing, but then again, my heart was beating so hard, it nearly jumped out of my chest, waiting for Colt—or Mom—to push my bedroom door open. 

The door swung open. Colt’s bare shoulders filled the opening.

“What are you doing here?” I gasped when he curled his hands around my arms and jerked me to my feet.

Caine flopped onto my bed beside Caroline. “Goddamn, Caroline, you shoulda seen her face. See, Macy—that’s Shelby’s mama—she’s got a lot in common with a mama bear, right? So we knew we had to play it cool about not goin’ to Daytona. But if looks could cut a man, Colt would be bleedin’ out, right there in the hall.” He pointed to the spot where Colt had stood when Mom said her goodbyes. My bed shook with his laughter and I couldn’t help but stare. I’d never seen Caine smile before. The expression turned him from attractive to devastatingly gorgeous. 

He dropped a hand onto Caroline’s shoulder. “Then we said a couple of things out in the driveway to get Macy all riled up about leavin’ Shelby here by herself, see? By the time Dad stopped for gas, Macy had worried herself into a lather about leavin’ her baby here all alone. Just like we’d hoped, Dad offered to send us back to supervise.” He turned to me. “So, we’re in charge of your fine ass, little sister.” Caroline scowled when he moved his hand, but he shook a finger at me. “And you better do like we say or I’ll spank that ass till it’s as red as your hair.”

My tummy clenched. “That was genius.” I gave Colt an admiring look. 

“I have my moments. Besides, he never wanted us to go, ‘cause of Macy, but if he’d said for us to bow out, then she’d have been worried about leaving you here with alone with us.” He kissed me, but set me on my feet. “You look fuckin’ hot, baby. Who cut your hair?”

I ran my fingers through the angled cut. “Caroline did it.”

His eyes narrowed. “So, you were goin’ out, lookin’ fine, while I was out of town, huh? Where were you headed, missy?” I shivered with delight at the jealousy in his tone.

Caroline piped up. “I was gonna take her up to the school parking lot and teach her to drive a stick. Then, we’re meetin’ Brandon at the fairgrounds.”

“Gonna race tonight?” Caine nodded like he already knew her answer.

“Not again?” I blurted. She hadn’t mentioned racing.

“This is legal,” Colt explained. “NHRA—National Hot Rod Association—sanctioned time trials.”

“And not nearly as much fun as it could be, since Brandon can’t afford to put NOS on the Charger yet.” Caroline made a face. “But I can run her in the Pro Stock class, once I get my times.”

“Call that bastard and tell him to get me a number,” Colt demanded. He smiled and rubbed the tip of his nose against mine. “But you’re gonna be the one driving.”

I pulled away so I could see his face better. “Colt, I can’t drive that Corvette. I can’t even see past the hood.”

“Right. That’s why me and Caine will be connecting a couple of hoses and puttin’ oil in the Mustang while Caroline teaches you to shift.”

***

The speedometer needle crept past forty. I pushed in the clutch, moved the shifter from first to second, and let the clutch out. The needle soared past fifty-five. Ahead, the white metal building grew too big, too fast. I kept my foot on the gas and shoved in the clutch again. The shifter seemed to hang when I tried to work it into third. 

“Go, go!” Caroline cried. “You’re never gonna hit top gear like this. Hit the fuckin’ gas!”

The roaring engine quieted when I hit third at last, but the white line marking the curb seemed right under the nose of the big car. I eased off the gas, moved my foot from the clutch to the brake, and wrenched the wheel to the left. The rear end of the big Challenger slid sideways, skidding... skidding. I clenched my eyes closed, but felt the wheels hit... nothing, thank God. The car slowed to a stop.

I opened my eyes, looking past Caroline to glare at the rivets pinning the siding to the portable classroom. 

Driving in traffic might pose a challenge, but I had the basic operation down well enough to drive in a straight line. It was sensing when to shift that eluded me. Or rather, I knew when to shift, I just couldn’t do the operation fast enough. The path she made me travel led from a spot on the side road that led to the school, straight across the entire student parking lot, right to the curb outside the classroom where she said she’d taken Geometry in tenth grade.

Every time, I had to hit the brakes before I got into fourth gear, for fear I’d run the car over the curb and plow through the damn building.  

“One more time, okay?” I eyed the gas hand but she nodded. I gripped the leather-wrapped shifter and peered through the windshield. The distance never changed, of course, but it seemed a little farther each time. Just never far enough. 

“You have to romp on the gas harder,” she assured me while I reached the far edge of the lot and spun the wheel, so I could reverse up the little side road.

I glared at the building, my damn nemesis. Common sense said if I did as she instructed, I’d never get stopped in time. The Challenger could hit eighty before I could blink. In this little parking lot, going from zero to eighty—and back to zero—was insanity. Weirdly fun insanity, but insanity all the same.

“You’ll have more distance at the track. This is just teaching you to shift. Ready?”

No. I nodded. 

“Set.” My heart geared up to match the roaring motor. I pressed the gas pedal and clutch. 

“Go!” 

The white metal building still grew too big, too fast. I was still in third gear when I hit the brakes and swerved left. The rear end slid out at forty-five degree angle I’d grown used to by now. “Argh!” I clenched the wheel and tried my best to shake it loose from the steering column.

Caroline just laughed. “You’ll figure it out. Caine’s the best teacher. He’ll work with you, I’m sure.”

“I thought Colt was the race car driver.” I’d picked that up from overheard conversations between Colt and Dale. 

She nodded. “But Caine’s got a way of explaining it. He worked with me and I started winning after that. Brandon just yelled a bunch of technical crap and got me all nervous.” She leaned forward in her seat. “Hey, they’re here.”

Streetlights dotted the campus. The lamps flickered to life although it was still daylight. Over the hum of the Dodge engine, I detected a low, thumping growl before I got turned around and spied the Mustang. Caine followed in his truck. 

“God, that car makes me horny.” Caroline’s comment made me laugh for the first time in the hour we’d been at this. “It’s the perfect car for you. I mean...” She trailed off. “Get one of the guys to tell you about Carroll Shelby sometime. He was a legend. That,”—she pointed through the windshield—“is a 1969 Shelby GT500.”

She breathed the words with the same reverence my mom would’ve used to say “Jesus Christ” if she’d seen the deity walking down the street.  

The setting sun set the red paint aglow. They’d reinstalled the hood. Three raised channels ran the length, ending in triangular depressions. I had no idea what the point might be to the design, but those deep points gave the car an aggressive look. On the left-hand side of the black grille, a chrome cobra reared, ready to strike. Colt sat behind the wheel. I eased the Challenger to a stop at his side and rolled the window down.

“How’d she do?” He looked past me to Caroline.

She stuck a thumb in the air. “She got the hang of it real easy. She just ran out of road.”

I made sure to set the emergency brake before I eased the door open and slid out. “So, to the racetrack now?”

“See you there.” Colt waited until I closed the door on the Challenger to open is door and get out. He took my hand and pulled me to the front end of the Mustang. Caroline climbed over the console and sped away. Caine turned the truck motor off and strode around the car to meet us. The look in their eyes made my tummy clench. The empty lot offered a good view of the vehicles traveling along the four-lane highway in front of the high school—and without a doubt, gave those drivers a good view of us.  

“W-hy aren’t we going after her?”

Caine gave me a wolfish smile. “Because we’re goin’ after you.”

I glanced around. “Here?”

Colt pushed my shoulder. “Right fuckin’ here. Spread those legs, Shelby.”

I wasn’t ready. Not this soon. There was too much similarity between this scene and the one the night before. But his eyes wouldn’t let me say no. Truth be told, my body wouldn’t let me say no. I held his gaze until he scowled, then leaned back against the warm metal. Caine stepped between my thighs, sliding his hand under my skirt to rake my panties down my legs. 

Every so often, the Mustang’s motor did something that made the whole car shimmy. Colt’s intent gaze did the same to my body. A hard thump started in my clit and I was already wet.

Caine knelt and lifted my legs over his shoulders. Colt leaned over me. “Tell your big brother you want him to lick your pussy till you scream.”

“I want Caine to lick me till I scream.”

He scowled. “Say every dirty word, just like I did.”

I swallowed. “I want my big brother to lick my pussy till I scream.” The words—the way he forced them out of me—made me wetter. I could put aside our relationship status, until one of them brought it up. And every time they did, I felt either more guilt, or more aroused. Or both. With a tip of his head, Colt forced me to repeat the line while I stared into Caine’s eyes. 

Caine nipped the inside of one thigh, working his way to my clit. The bites stung, but the jumping nerve endings sent soft echoes of the pain to my clit. When he pressed his tongue into me, I arched off the hood. Colt pressed me flat with a palm to my tummy. “Push up your shirt.”

I complied. My nipples ached for his touch. What he gave me instead was a bite to the tender peak, so hard it brought tears to my eyes. Caine applied a similar nip to the tissue around my clit. He didn’t bite and let go, he clamped the point between his teeth and worked the tender flesh back and forth. I groaned, stuck between pleasure and pain. It hurt like hell, and the pain felt so damn good, I gasped for breath. I squeezed, clamping Caine’s head between my knees.

Colt captured my hand and pressed my palm to his groin. His erection throbbed, thick and monstrous, through the denim. “Beg your big brother to put his finger in your pussy while he eats you out.”

I said the line. Caine’s eyes blazed. He shoved a finger into my wet channel. The touch stung, but he began to fuck in and out of me and the minor pain soon faded. Every dirty, filthy sentence Colt forced from me spurred Caine to greater efforts with his tongue. 

I forgot about the cars traveling the highway. I forgot about the degrading events of the night before. I forgot everything except the rasping voice in my ear, the hot cock in my hand, and the man between my legs. And how close I was to coming. 

“This life is about speed and sex, Shelby. Gas or ass. Beg your big brother to put his finger in your ass.”

The words stuck in my throat. My arousal ebbed. Didn’t he want any of my firsts to be with him only? I locked my gaze on his face. I silently begged, implored him with my eyes, to take the command back. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t form those words. 

Caine lifted his head. “I don’t think she’s feeling you, Colt.”

His hands went to his belt buckle. “She’ll feel me. Turn her ass over.”

I didn’t try to fight Caine, mostly because I thought Colt was joking. I was half-right. He didn’t use his belt, but his hand came down on my bare buttocks with a force that knocked the breath out of me. My brain said to fight, to get free and run, but shock held me immobile. 

Caine forced his finger inside my pussy again. “Damn, that’s pink. Do it again. Makes my dick hard.” 

Colt made circles with his palm, as though sealing the heat into my skin. Caine began to move in and out of me. I clenched my teeth against the pain and tried to fight the rising pleasure, but the two sensations merged in a crazy way. Colt landed another blow. I shrieked and clamped down around Caine’s finger. By the fourth hard slap, my butt was on fire, but I was so wet, I could hear the squishing sound Caine’s finger made as he drilled into me over the gentle roar of cars whizzing past.  

Colt bent to stare into my eyes and raised his hand again. 

“Please, pretty please, I want my big brother to stick his finger in my ass,” I choked the words through my sobs. 

Caine slid out of my pussy. He pressed the wet digit against my pucker and demanded, “Push back, Shelby. Like you don’t wanna let me in.”

That command was the easiest so far to obey. He thrust past the tight ring of muscle in one shove. The vicious stretch of untried tissues hurt so bad, tears ran down my cheeks. He withdrew, only to thrust into my ass again.  

Colt cupped my cheek, lifting my head off the hood. Something dark and dangerous lit his eyes. “My ass.” I knew it was his hand rubbing circles over the hot handprints that seared my buttocks. I shook uncontrollably. It seemed my entire groin absorbed the heat, meeting the heat coming through the hood. “My pussy. Mine. Whatever I tell you to do with it, you do. Understand, Shelby?”

Caine pulled out of me, but when I cried, “Yes,” he forced his fingers inside me again. Now, two fingers stretched my pussy and one penetrated my ass. With a twisted grin, Colt released my head and returned to massaging my buttocks.

Colt switched to a crooning tone. “You’ve belonged to me since the minute I laid eyes on you. And you know it. Why fight the feeling, baby girl?”

Caine hooked a hand around my hip and pressed a finger to my clit. He set a hard pace. My arousal mingled with my fear, twisting my insides. I was poised between coming and crying. 

“I will fuck every part of you, my dirty little sister,” Colt gritted through clenched teeth. “And if I want, so will anyone else. You want to please me, don’t you, Shelby?” 

“Yes,” I whispered, shuddering in release as tears scalded my cheeks. Smiling in satisfaction, Colt brought his hand down on my ass again.  

“Fuck, that’s pretty,” Caine groaned, still thrusting into me. “Like goddamn sunrise. Never felt anything this tight or this wet.”

“Thank Caine for putting his finger in your ass.” Colt grinned.

“Thank you for fingering my ass, Caine. Please, big brother, don’t stop.”

“My turn,” Colt demanded. They swapped positions. Caine’s spanking was much harder, but the blows came down so fast, they didn’t seem to hurt as much—or else they faded into one blur of heat. When Caine gripped my butt cheeks, spreading me wide, I felt Colt’s cock slide along my cleft. Someone’s finger moved across my clit in a soft stroke. Too soft. It got me close but I couldn’t get over. 

“I need to come,” I protested when they both pulled away. I looked over my shoulder to see Colt tucking himself into his pants. “Don’t stop now.”

“Can’t come before you race, girl.” Caine’s eyes rounded when I looked to him. His grin warned me it was his finger giving my pucker a final tease. “You gotta harness that need and then ride it right across the finish line.”  

***

People littered the grandstands, but I sat alone. Caine and Colt stood on the grass near the track, talking and joking with those who loitered in the big oval. The stench of gasoline and burnt rubber hung in the air. Smoke from spinning tires left a pall over the track. The noise varied from silence, to rock-concert-level, to what I imagined you’d hear inside a jet engine. 

Caroline lined the Dodge up time after time, and each time she crossed the finish line, the numbers on the flashing board got lower. Someone scrawled on her windshield with a white grease pencil after each run. Finally, she pulled the car off the infield. I thought she’d come sit with me, but the next time I spied her, she was with Brandon and the guys.

I welcomed the isolation. I could keep Colt in sight and meditate on what was happening. Everything I knew about sex had come from books, television, movies, or gossip. I wasn’t naive, but none of that prepared me for the gale force wind of orgasms so powerful, they shook me to my bones and still hummed inside me hours later. I sensed what Colt did to me was exceptional, on some level. Was it degrading? Absolutely. But it felt as though my DNA was hard-wired to make me helpless to fight my attraction to him. I was intelligent and self-possessed, until he was nearby. Then, I was his. 

I ticked through the possible explanations; pheromones, normal curiosity, a desire to explore the forbidden. But I knew it was his dominance that I both hated and craved. His absolute knowledge of my body, and the way he took control of it, softened my will to resist. I didn’t reach any conclusions, other than accepting I was in over my head, and possibly possessed by something I might never fully understand. The thing, whatever it was, had a pre-set expiration date, so why worry? 

A wizened old man in a tan windbreaker and a John Deere cap sat down next to me. His grin was friendly, so I smiled. “Lee Haney. You must be Dale Hannah’s new stepdaughter. Shelby, is it?”

“Yes. Nice to meet you.” His wrinkled hand felt like paper when he shook mine. 

He leaned his elbows on the wooden benches behind us and crossed his ankles. “First time at the track, huh?”

I nodded. 

“Well, sugar, if you got questions, I been hangin’ out at racetracks since I was five years old.”

My head spun from wrestling with unanswerable questions, so I asked about the mysterious numbers drawn on the car windshields. He explained dial-ins, which was what I gathered Caroline and Colt were working on tonight. “A driver has to know how long it takes his vehicle to cross the finish line, because they often race slower or faster cars. The faster one’s handicapped at the start line. Now, part of that time’s determined by the car, but the rest—”

Colt had the Mustang on the start line now. I watched the light tree system count down to green. When the car shot forward, the front tires lifted off the ground. Those moments riding with Caroline were vivid in my mind as he rocketed toward the finish line. 

I gasped, studying the time that flashed on the big board. His 9.72 seemed nearly impossible, given the forty-six-year age difference between the Mustang and his sister’s Dodge. 

Other cars took his place while he and Caine fiddled under the hood. Then he circled the oval and lined up again. My heart flew alongside, and when the 9.41 flashed, I jumped to my feet and clapped.

“I wanna do that,” I confessed to my companion, sitting down a bit too hard on my sore bottom. 

The old guy chuckled and patted my knee. “Someone just got bit by the speed bug. My job here’s done, I reckon.” I turned to frown, puzzled by the statement. He jerked his head toward the track. “Caine sent me over. Said he figured you’d have questions.” He tipped the cap on his head. “Nice meetin’ you, Miss Shelby.”

He was halfway to his feet when I stopped him. “One more question?”

“Sure.” He took his seat again. 

“Their dad works for NASCAR, right?”

He nodded, but began to smile. “Honey, I know where you’re goin’ with this. See, back in my day, anyone could run in a NASCAR race, if’n he had a car and the entry fee. But NASCAR’s changed a lot. The purses got bigger, but so did the costs. Colt coulda scrapped for sponsors, but he couldn’t afford the kind of engineering team it takes to win nowadays. He had a spot driving for a big team, but I think he made the right decision when he turned that down.” He gestured toward the infield. “Him and Caine rebuilt that car from the ground up. That ain’t no show car. It’s doin’ what it was born to do, which is run like a scalded dog.” He shrugged. “No team, no boss, just his brother, him, and the rush that comes from puttin’ the hammer down. It’s pure.”

“If he’s not doing it for the money, then it must be for love?”

“Exactly.” His brown eyes gleamed with humor. “I know Dale thinks Colt walked away from that spot because he believes Colt’s afraid to rub fenders in a pack of fifty cars, all runnin’ flat-out a two hundred miles an hour, but Dale, well, he’s an oval-track man. He just don’t get the thrill of racin’ in a straight line, is all.”

Down in the infield, Colt pulled the Mustang onto the grass. A different car eased up to the start line. Caine raised the hood again. Colt got out of the car and scanned the grandstands until he caught sight of us. He and my new buddy exchanged a wave. He began jogging in our direction. My breath caught, watching his golden muscles ripple under the lights.

“Takes a smart man to make money to feed his addiction rather than tryin’ to squeeze his money from his addiction,” my friend confided. “Ain’t got nothin’ to do with fear.”

I grasped what the old man was trying to say. The car Colt built had challenged Caroline’s fancy new car, and it’s modern engineering. In a race where she had the lower time, he’d get the earlier start—by a mere fraction of a second—and he’d probably beat her. 

“Hell of a time you just ran, Colt.”

“Hey, Lee.” Colt drew up at the wall. “Shelby bored to tears yet?”

Lee chuckled and cut a look toward me. “Somethin’ tells me that while she was sittin’ here, some gasoline done seeped into her blood.”

Colt raised his brows. “Is that so?”

I nodded eagerly, swept away by the smile my agreement earned me. 

“Might as well see if we’re gonna keep her in the family. I’ll ask Mason if he’s willin’ to hang around, if that’s okay?”

He leaned back and propped his elbows on the bench behind ours. “I don’t mind leavin’ the track open a bit, since it’s you askin’.”

Only Caine, Colt, Caroline, and Brandon remained in the infield when Colt led me to the Mustang. I had a sense of what he’d invested in the old car now. I took getting behind the wheel more seriously than I’d likely have done, had I driven the car before my chat with Lee. 

Caine leaned in from one side, Colt from the other. They pointed out each gauge and told me what it measured. I adjusted the seat and ran my hands along the top of the wheel. “Just focus on watching the light and getting a clean start,” Caine yelled. “Speed don’t matter if you get disqualified for leaving the line early.”

Colt hooked a finger underneath my chin, turning me to face him. “I’ve already put four cans of gas in this car tonight. You know the rule, right?”

I nodded. “Gas or ass.” When he grinned, I couldn’t resist adding,” I got money for my birthday, you know.”

“And don’t think I won’t take it.” He clapped his helmet on my head. “But I’d rather have that sweet ass.”

My first time was a disappointing 17.59. The guys nearly fell over themselves laughing. But I had a sense of the distance now, and had worked out that not all clutches were created equal. Caroline’s clutch worked more smoothly and took less pressure to depress. This one had more... I didn’t know the term, but it was different. 

Undaunted, I circled and lined up again. Tuning out their merriment, I eyed the starting lights. When I got green, I knew I’d gotten off the line better. The way my vision blurred everything into a long tunnel was less scary this time, but another fifteen-second run pissed me off.

“One more,” I begged Colt, eyeing the sagging gas gauge with disbelief.

Caine sighed. “Last one, Shelby.” He lifted one of the red gas containers they’d stopped to fill on the way. “Ought to get you two more runs, the way you’re drivin’. After that, we’ll have to tow the damn thing to the closest station.” He swung the can toward Colt. “You put it in. Let me talk to her,” he yelled.

He wedged his shoulders through the window. “Close your eyes.”

I lowered my eyelids. He brushed my nipple and slid his hand down my torso. Unhooking the four-point racing harness between my thighs, he went straight to my clit. Rubbing the nub in a circle, he demanded, “Feel that throb?” I nodded. “Now, remember how it felt when I bit this little button?”

“Yes.” He pressed harder with his finger. The throb between my legs intensified.

“That’s the feeling you’re chasing. This car’s just one big cock, a one-ton, driving piston and you’re ridin’ it. Feel it, Shelby, feel the engine in your pussy. Let your senses tell you when to shift. Let your body fly and your foot will follow on that gas pedal. If you hit ten seconds, it’ll feel like hard foreplay. If you break nine, you’ll come. And if you do, I swear to God, I’ll make Colt lick you clean.”

No wonder Brandon had issues with Caine, if this was how he’d ‘worked with’ Caroline. 

He refastened my harness, then slapped the roof. “Now, go! It’s like flyin’ and havin’ sex all at once, if you do it right.”

I loosened my grip on the shifter and depressed the clutch and the gas pedal to the floorboard. The light changed and I let the clutch out. The car leaped forward. With Caine’s words pounding in my head, my pulse raced, and I was too damn horny to hold back. By the halfway point, I’d already worked through all four gears. Nothing left to do but mash the gas. The line flashed by and I pumped the brakes. The big gold numbers said 12.92. I had to gasp for breath as the sensations coursing through my body caught up with the breakneck speed at which they’d hammered me. 

I circled to the start line again, determined not to quit until I either earned that orgasmic number nine, or ran out of gas. Brandon and Caroline were seated on Caine’s lowered tailgate. Caroline hooted, then cupped her hands around her mouth. “Go, Shelby. You can do it!” 

My confidence level soared, but my time was 14.36 on the next run. 

I slapped the wheel in frustration, growing more annoyed when Colt drew his finger across his throat. 

I ripped the strap from underneath my chin and slung the helmet into the passenger seat. My legs barely held me when I got out of the car. 

Brandon shouted, “Damn, Red, a thirteen-second run? In that car?” My heart soared, then fell, as I realized his words were sarcasm.

Ignoring him, I turned to Caroline and muttered in her ear. “That ‘winner gets head’ rule makes so much more sense now.” She laughed, but I pulled back with a scowl. “I can’t figure out why my last time was so slow.”

“Adrenaline,” Caine explained, slinging gas cans into the back of his truck. “Gave you the shakes. You’ll learn to control it, in time.”

“Let’s go,” Caroline begged. “I’m starving.” She and Brandon slid off the tailgate. 

“Not a bad run a’tall, Miss Shelby.”

I whirled to see Lee hobbling in my direction. “Thanks, I guess, but it’s a long damn way from a nine-second run.”

“I think you hooked her, Lee.” Caine laughed. 

I sought out Colt. He shook with laughter. “Hooked her? Look at those eyes. And her cheeks are glowing.” He pinched one cheek and winked. Very big brother-ish. I recalled how well Lee knew Dale and appreciated Colt’s caution.

“Reckon we gotta keep her now.” Caine jumped over the side of the truck and gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Thanks, old man.”

I rode in the Mustang with Colt, still vibrating with excitement. He motioned Caine abreast of the Mustang at the end of the dirt drive. “Gotta get gas.” He huffed and cut me a look. “I know they wanna go somewhere and eat, but Macy stocked the fridge, right? I’m more interested in getting reimbursed for the gas back at the house.”

***

When we walked through the door, a phone was ringing. It wasn’t my ringtone. Colt and Caine both glanced at their phones and shrugged. I followed the sound through the house, but it stopped before I figured out where it came from.

Caine called out the choices for dinner, standing in the open refrigerator door for so long, my mother would’ve scolded. We settled on a casserole. I’d just put the dish in the oven when the ringing started again. 

I dashed through the den and down the hall. If neither of the guys knew about it, I figured it had to come from Mom and Dale’s room. I flipped on the light. A gift-wrapped box rested in the center of the king-size bed. The ringing ceased again, but I spied my name on the card. 

I blinked back tears when I unwrapped a phone identical to Caroline’s. What disturbed me was how many missed calls were logged. Racing to the den, I explained to the guys the need for them to be quiet, then doubled back to my bedroom.

“Shelby?” I heard the tears in Mom’s voice.

“I’m fine. Calm down. Took me forever to find the package. Every time I got close, you’d hang up. I was starting to think I was hearing things.” I tried to laugh off her concern. “And I was listening to music with my headphones, I think, when you started calling.”

“Oh, baby,” she sobbed. “Where are your brothers?”

“Uh, they poked around under the hood of one of those old cars out back. Now we’re waiting for the chicken casserole to heat up.” She’d never know how much I’d left out in between. 

“Such a horrible birthday. And it’s an important one. Shelby, I’ll never forgive myself for this.” She burst into tears, giving me the choice of consoling her or staying quiet and trying to pretend my birthday was about me after all, and not an event she usually went all out for to make herself feel better about her bad choices.

The weight of being the daughter of a single mother never felt so heavy as it did right then. Kids with two parents didn’t have a clue. Everything in her life centered around that moment she’d made the choice to keep me. The weight of the unspoken contract she’d foisted on me dragged me to the floor. I was supposed to be worth all the things she’d given up since. I’d been good, not because being a good student and not a promiscuous, troubled teen was some virtue I aspired to, but to keep her from feeling any regret about keeping me. 

All the birthday parties of the past danced in my mind as I leaned against the side of my bed, poorly-attended events where she always wore that faraway look that I thought meant she was thinking about how much better her life would’ve been if she’d made a different choice. Some kids say it’s an unselfish decision, to be raised by a single mom. I’d say the opposite. It’s the most selfish thing in the world, to have a baby at sixteen, then spend the next eighteen years in a delicate dance with poverty, all the while forcing me to validate a decision that had always been out of my hands. 

The rage I’d suppressed for the last week flared to life. 

“I’m fine, really. But you tell Dale, we’re buying crab legs that’d make an elephant jealous.”

I took a selfie after I got her off the phone. Or rather, after Dale got her off the phone by taking it out of her hand and giving me a list of stuff he wanted his sons to do. “Happy birthday, Shelby.” I sensed my mother had moved away when he lowered his voice. “Get out of your room, hon. Go find some trouble. Now, I know you’re new in town and don’t know where to look, but Colt, in particular, makes a damn good tour guide. I told those boys not to ignore you, but you gotta meet ‘em halfway, sweetheart.”

While I figured out how to set the image as my screen saver, I made a decision. I was done living just to excuse my own existence. 

Chapter Eight
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To my surprise, Caine cleared the dirty plates and forks off the bar. While I watched, he rinsed them in the sink and stuck them in the dishwasher. “Uh, Dale said something about getting started on the Barracuda this week?”

He nodded, but darted a look over his shoulder and raised his brows. Hands came down on my shoulders and I realized he’d been looking at Colt. 

“Wow, the ‘Cuda?” Colt drove his thumbs into the tense muscles in my neck. “Dad won that car in race a couple of years back.” His laugh made me relax more than the massage. “Some dude with more money than sense ran his mouth at the track one night. When he said he’d race for the title to that car, Dad just about dragged me out of the ’69 Shelby and burned that guy’s ass. Him and his 2012 Mustang were still in spittin’ distance of the start line when Dad hit fourth gear. How often have we begged to fix it up, you reckon?”

Caine shrugged, slamming the dishwasher door upright. “Buncha times.”

“That damn car’s worth a fortune,” Colt continued. “That body style ‘Cuda only had a two-year production run, from 1970 to 1971, and they only made eleven convertibles with the Hemi engine.”

As usual, the jargon meant nothing to me. I seized on one word. “It’s a convertible?”

Caine crossed the small kitchen. Leaning his elbows on the bar, he ducked down so I could see him underneath the cabinets that hung overhead. “See, now, that’s a woman for you. The very thing that makes that car so damn valuable is it’s one big drawback, far as I’m concerned. All that air, swirlin’ into the back seat? Just adds drag.”

I batted my lashes and grinned like a monkey eating an orange. “It’s a convertible.”

He lifted his hand to cup my cheek. Stroking my face with a thumb so calloused, it felt like sandpaper, he smiled. “It’s a convertible. A purple convertible, at that. Someone I know sure seems fond of that color.”

I felt stupid for the burst of warmth I experienced because he’d happened to note the preponderance of grape-colored things I owned while he’d lugged them into a trailer. 

“Time to pay the piper, Shelby.” Colt’s announcement caused Caine to pull away. My palms turned slick, making me lose my grip on Colt’s hand when I followed him into the den. He shoved the coffee table aside and sprawled on the sofa. 

“Caine, take her clothes off.”

Caine moved in behind me. His hands snagged on the silky knit when he slid his palms down my hips and gripped the hem of my cotton shift.

My panties still lay in the student parking lot, so Colt’s hungry gaze met no barrier when his brother whipped the dress over my head. Caine brought his hands to my breasts. I knew by then that Caine didn’t seduce, he wrung sensations from my body. The hard pinch he gave my nipples made me whimper. My heartbeat echoed in my clit, and I’d swear that Colt heard the sound, because he dropped his eyes to focus on the spot. 

“Spread your legs,” Colt commanded. I forced my feet apart, with some help from Caine’s nudging boot. 

He spread me beyond my center of balance, forcing me to lean against his chest. Colt straightened and bent forward. He slid a finger through my folds. Withdrawing, he held the gleaming fingertip up. “Already wet? That’s my good little slut.”

“Condoms,” I managed to say. 

Colt slid open a drawer in the front of the coffee table, exposing a box of Trojans. 

Instead of feeling grateful he was prepared to protect me, I felt a stab of jealousy, wondering why they were in such a convenient spot, and noting the box had been opened. 

But he swept the stupid twinge away by unfastening his jeans. His cock wasn’t hard and it didn’t look so massive and powerful now. Just a bundle of soft tissue, really. Nothing to tear my life apart, nor my body. 

While he lounged on the couch, slowly stroking his cock to attention, Caine punished my nipples. His cock was fully hard and pressed against my bare buttocks, but my eyes were fastened on Colt.

Even when Caine pressed his lips to the side of my neck, my body processed them as Colt’s lips. Veins stood out around his shaft now, peeking between his fingers. The lamp turned the hair on his chest and groin into threads of gold. I swallowed hard, realizing that his cock was thicker than my wrist. I tried to decide if there was any way I could take all of him without ripping in two. 

Colt slipped the wet fingertip into me, thrusting hard and fast, but not deep. “Makes our baby sister wet when we touch her, Caine.”

“I hear that.” I doubted Caine meant he’d heard Colt’s words, given the small, squishing sounds Colt’s finger made. My cheeks heated, but my body heated more. “Such a dirty girl.” His lips were at my ear and his voice seemed hoarse. He dropped a hand to massage my clit in his demanding way. I never felt the loss, because Colt replaced his fingers on my nipple with his own. 

“Show Colt how much you wish that was his cock.”

“Goddamn,” Colt muttered when I tightened around his finger. 

“Who needs to be fucked?” Caine demanded.

“I do.” But I didn’t. What they were doing was fine, thank you very much. 

“C’mere.” Colt slid back and patted the cushion on either side of his thighs. Caine dropped his hands. Every cell in my body hummed as I climbed onto Colt’s lap, placing my knees beside his hips. He swept his hands up my spine, tugging me against his chest. My heart did something stupid when he pressed his lips to mine, but I was helpless to stop the feeling that swept though me. I reveled in the soft velvet of his tongue, in the width and hardness of his chest, in the way he drove his fingers through my hair and held me still, so he could take control.

I couldn’t stop thinking that their kisses weren’t anything like the fumbling, tentative sort of kiss I’d grown to loathe. This was a kiss from a man who knew what he was doing and it turned me to quivering jelly, a mindless amoeba, waiting to be taken. 

His cock was a throbbing rod against my belly. I both feared the moment he’d slide it inside me, and at the same time, longed to get that moment of truth behind me. This thing between us was about sex and speed, nothing else. I couldn’t drive fast enough to hold him to me that way, and I knew better than to think he’d fall for me. 

Except, I hadn’t expected his kisses to be so damn tender. That illogical organ inside my chest went haywire every time he pulled away to stare into my eyes, only to nip my lips until they stung and delve inside my mouth again. I’d expected him to rush through this part, eager to get to the main event, but Colt kissed me like we had the rest of our lives to reach the next step.

That was my excuse for the stupid thing I did next, anyway. Because Colt kissed me like a lover, I gave him my heart. He didn’t have to know, I reasoned, in the odd moments when he gave me time to breathe. I’d just love him in secret.

I knew love wasn’t something I could start and stop, that the emotion wouldn’t respond to logic, or just be one of the things I didn’t take with me to college, but I figured someone had to be the first guy to break my heart, and right then, it was okay with me if that guy was Colt.

Lost in the tumble of emotions and snatches of thought, I forgot about Caine, until I heard something rip and looked over my shoulder to see him peeling a condom out of the packet. I gave Colt a pleading look. 

“Baby girl, it’s killing me that it has to be this way.” Colt cradled my face and stared into my eyes. “But I’ll be damned if I’ll hurt you. This is how I’m gonna protect you, okay? Caine’ll stretch you out a bit, and hopefully, then you can take me.”

He shoved a hand between our bodies, breaking the seal formed by our sweat. He found my opening, wet his fingertip, and withdrew. He cut a look at Caine, and I felt that brother back off, until Colt’s expert caresses had me writhing so hard, I no longer cared whose cock went into me, as long as someone’s did. 

Caine moved close again, leaning over me as I knelt. I was resting my butt on Colt’s lap, but Caine gripped my hips and made me lift.

“Stay right there,” Caine ordered. Holding the position, I kept my eyes on Colt’s as Caine breeched my entrance and surged forward. Because Caine reached around me to grip the back of the sofa, I felt only the hand between my thighs and the one raking my hair out of my eyes—Colt’s hands. 

Colt even moved his hips, thrusting in time with Caine’s efforts. With his forearm between us, I no longer felt his cock against my belly. In a leap of imagination only a stupid girl in love for the first time could make, the one inside me became his.

“God, look at those eyes,” Colt murmured. “So fuckin’ sexy to watch that innocence fade and see the eyes of a woman lookin’ back at me. I want to see your eyes when you come all over Caine’s cock.” His finger picked up speed, and between that touch, and the hard cock thrusting into me, I was flying. 

My befuddled brain just dubbed right over Caine’s name. Come all over my cock. 

A groan echoed in my ear and the hard shaft inside me surged so deep, I gasped and jerked my eyes open.

“’Bout time you relaxed enough to let me in.” Caine’s voice rumbled in my ear. 

“Ow, ow.” I panted, partly because the spell was broken now. 

“Shh, shh, baby. You’re little, give it a minute. Breathe, Shelby. Just breathe,” Colt murmured and redoubled his efforts on my clit. Caine slowed, and after my initial rush of gratitude, I couldn’t decide if a slower speed made things better or worse. ‘”Don’t tense up, babe,” Colt demanded. “You might kill the man.”

“What a way to fuckin’ go,” Caine muttered. 

“Do you know how bad I hate him right now?” Colt rubbed the end of my nose with his. I pulled away, not because I wanted to lose the contact, but because the way Caine moved in me made moving necessary. Colt dropped his head and slid his tongue across my nipple.

“Yeah, man. She likes that,” Caine said. “Don’t stop.”

Caine’s cock hit a spot that made my temperature soar. Everything inside me that’d been rigid moments before seemed to melt. Each measured thrust brought a new layer of heat. Sweat trickled down my sides and the pain turned to pleasure, then to unbearable pleasure, as Caine picked up speed. “Oh, God, what’s he doing?”

“Mm, I think I found somebody’s sweet spot,” Caine muttered.

Colt’s hand and tongue moved in tandem, working my nipple and clit and preventing any response from him. I dug my nails into Colt’s shoulders, fearing I’d fly apart without something to hold onto. 

A dark vortex whirled inside me, building and building, until the pressure seemed unbearable. I couldn’t hold on and pleasure dragged me under. My vision went dark and my arms refused to hold me. I tumbled onto Colt’s chest, gasping for air and gripped by strong contractions. Caine still moved, but he’d lost his rhythm. Colt lifted my face and seized my lips in a kiss. 

Then Caine cried out. I tensed, raking my nails down Colt’s arms in panic while his cock jerked inside me, until I remembered he’d used a condom.

I relaxed, sinking into the widening waves of afterglow. Something warm pressed the spot between my shoulder blades and I smiled, realizing the touch was from Caine’s lips. He let his weight sag onto me, pressing me against Colt in a way I found agreeable, given the strong sensation still echoing in my channel. 

Colt broke our kiss. “What’cha think?”

I thought every woman needed to try sex with two men at least once. 

“Not a chance, brother,” Caine replied, jerking me out of my reverie. “She only has a third of me, at best, and I felt bad for a long minute there, for making her take that much.” Cords of sinew and throbbing veins stood out on his arms, and those powerful limbs trembled when he pushed his body off mine. He eased out of me with a groan and staggered across the den and down the hall.  

“W-what’d he mean?” A third? I fought to shake off the sexual haze fogging my mind. I’d felt like he had a sword through my guts, before he’d hit that spot that seemed to turn muscle to hot custard. A third? I thought about watching him stroke himself the morning before and tried to reconcile that image with what I’d felt inside me. Caine couldn’t be that big, could he? He couldn’t be, because he was longer, but thinner than Colt. If what he’d said about barely being in me was true—

Colt nipped my lower lip. “Well, babe, it means you’re petite and I’m hung like a damn horse. So, it’s gonna be a while until I can get inside you.”

“But... but.” My cheeks went hot, but I had to know. “What’s going to change?”

He grinned. “Not me, that’s for sure. Once you get used to Caine, we might need to find another dude or two. Step you up, so to speak. You’ll loosen up, it’s just gonna be a process.”

I had absolutely nothing to fall back on to refute the astonishing assessment. Not once in my life could I recall hearing anyone say, “He was just too big for me, so we didn’t work out.” Besides, I’d known he’d expect me to let other guys fuck me. I just wasn’t sure I could do that. But this wasn’t the time to have that debate. 

I gnawed my lower lip and eyed his swollen cock. There was a more urgent problem between us. “But what about... you?”

He gripped my arms and shifted me onto the couch. “Yeah, my dick’s hard enough to cut diamonds. I think I’m gonna roll out and look up an old friend for some relief.”

I shook my head, like I had water in my ears. “What?”

He tucked his rigid cock into his jeans and carefully raised the zipper. Leaning over, he pressed a kiss to my cheek. “Think of it like humanitarian aide to the enemy, sweetheart. It sure as hell ain’t love.” 

I stared, unable to believe my eyes, but he snatched his keys off the board and just walked out the door. 

When the Corvette cranked, I was still sure he’d turn off the engine and come back in the house, grinning at the joke I didn’t find funny. But the car roared up the driveway and only the running shower broke the silence. 

I thought about crying. I wanted to cry, despite the embarrassment crying might cause if Caine heard me. But the tears refused to penetrate the numbness in my chest. There was only a voice reminding me how stupid I was to let myself forget, even for a moment, that all guys played this game. These two just played it harder than most.

I found my room and dug for a pair of pajamas before pounding on the bathroom door. “It’s my fucking birthday, Caine. Mind saving some damn hot water?”

The water turned off. I heard him slide the shower door open, but still wasn’t prepared when he opened the door. He swiped water from his eyes with the thumb and fingers of one hand before he looked down at me. “It’s your birthday.”

He didn’t phrase it like a question, so I didn’t think a response was needed, but I clutched my jammies to my chest and wished like hell he’d use a towel or robe.

“Where’s Colt?”

“He left. Something about looking up an old friend to get some relief.” I hated the crack in my voice, but I couldn’t help it.

“Listen, Shelby, there’s this old cat that roams around in the woods out back. She’ll get herself knocked up, and when it’s time for the kittens to come, she usually climbs under one of the cars out back to have ‘em. Dad’s tried to shoot her ass a million times, because after a day or so, she’ll just wander off and leave ‘em to die.” 

He sighed. I stared at the droplets rolling down his chest. Every time I blinked, they went in or out of focus, but I couldn’t stop blinking. “And that cat’s a better mama than what Colt has, or me either, for that matter. I think I’m better off not knowin’ mine, to be honest, because Colt’s mama sure as hell fucked that boy up.”

The plain, heartfelt story dislodged the ice. My tears spilled over, but Caine still occupied the doorway like it was prime real estate and I was a squatter.

“Hey, can you dance?”

I shook my head, using my pajamas to wipe my eyes. Swallowing hard, I choked back sobs.

“Me, neither. Tell you what. You grab a shower, and I’ll find some music, and we’ll just step on each other’s toes, okay?” 

I shook my head, just wanting to crawl under the covers and pretend this day never happened. He lifted my chin with a finger. “There’s a banana pudding in the refrigerator. I forgot all about it ‘til just now. Macy made it. And there’s ice cream. She says you eat butter pecan with your pudding, which is so fucking twisted, I gotta try—” He jerked me against his chest, wrapping one arm around my neck. “Goddammit, Shelby, please don’t cry. I’ll find somethin’ to make this up to you, I swear.”

The offer was sweet, but toothless. I’d already figured out, counting on the Hannah brothers to mean what they said was a fool’s errand. Besides, Caine owed me nothing. He offered pleasure, nothing else, and he delivered. 

Colt was the one who’d made promises. 

But I couldn’t just stand here blubbering like a baby. I tried to pull myself together. “They make these things called towels, just so folks can dry off after a shower. And your big brother routine would work better if you had on pants, Caine.”

“Yeah? Dad used to yell at us for usin’ so many, so we just quit usin’ any.” He scrubbed his chin in my hair. “Pants, huh? Girl, you know that just ain’t us.”

I couldn’t help it. I snickered. 

Relief washed over his face. “Atta girl. While you take your cold shower, I’ll dish up some pudding.” He raked his hand through his short waves. “I’d say we’d do each others’ hair, but yours looks fine and mine just won’t hold a damn curl.”

I was laughing for real by now. “But since it’s you, I’ll let you hold the remote, and you can even torture me with the Hallmark Channel, long as you don’t hold it against me if I laugh at the sad parts.”

Somewhere along the line, Caine had held down a relationship, and she’d taught him a thing or two. Still, he was trying so hard, I felt bad for making him feel bad. “You’d just be tearing that Barracuda apart in your head the whole time. But, since you’re hell-bent on babysitting, I’ll shower, you dish up the pudding. Put the ice cream right on top of mine. Then, you can tell me about the ‘Cuda. Why it’s so special.”

His eyes weren’t black. They were blue, just so dark, they seemed black, unless the light hit them just right. Or unless he smiled and they lit up, like they did when he talked about that car until I gave up on Colt coming back and reminded Caine I had school the next day, so he let me go to bed and I finally got my crying jag out of the way. 

Chapter Nine
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“Goddammit, there’s the motor home.” Colt muted the sound on the television. 

I strained, but heard nothing. “You’re just trying to get me off your lap. I’m not sitting on the damn loveseat. Watching TV from over there hurts my neck.”

“I’m tellin’ you, they’re home a day early.” He popped my bare hip with the back of his fingers. I drew circles in the air around one ear, rolling my eyes at Caine. Then I heard the whine of an unfamiliar engine. 

“Shit. He’s right.” I jerked upright. My elbow dug into the spot behind Caine’s knee, making him bark with pain. I gave him my best innocent look and scrambled off the couch. 

Their laughter followed me down the hall as I raced to my room. “You better look around to see if we left something that’ll set Mom off,” I yelled, grabbing a pair of jeans off the hanger. “She’d make a good FBI agent.”

“Girl, you ain’t seen Colt lie yet,” Caine drawled. “He could leave a condom under your mama’s pillow and convince her she’d ordered a balloon bouquet.”

We were still laughing when they came through the door. My mom took a step inside and looked from me to Colt to Caine. Just seeing her face after Caine’s remark set me off laughing again.

“See, Macy? I told you they’d be fine.” Dale tipped his baseball cap off his forehead and raked his nails across his forehead.

I got my laughter under control and hurried to give Mom a hug, but scowled at my stepfather. “Dale, do you know what happens when someone flushes all three toilets while someone else is busy using up all the hot water?” 

“Uh, can’t say I do, Shelby.” His brows drew together.

“Well, I can,” Colt drawled. “All that’s left is damn hot water. I need a Band-Aid in an unmentionable place. Too bad they don’t make ‘em that big. Macy, you oughta be ashamed, raising such a mean kid.”

Dale laughed until he had tears in his eyes, but I figured most of his amusement was relief. 

“They dangled me off the deck by my feet!” I huffed. “On the high end!”

“What’d you steal?” Dale asked with a big grin. “I mean, they were shakin’ out your pockets, right?”

“Nothing! I don’t steal.” 

“So, I’ll bite,” Dale said, exchanging a glance with Mom. “Boys, why’d you dangle Shelby off the deck by her heels?”

“Well.” Caine crossed his feet on top of the coffee table. “One of Colt’s friends asked if she was a screamer. How else could we know, Dad?”

Mom’s mouth rounded. I tensed, because this was the real test. Either she’d complain about the sexual innuendo and ruin the newfound camaraderie, or, as Caine said, she’d pull that stick out of her ass and get with the program. I knew he was right. If she let them get away with comments like this, she’d be more likely to overlook any questionable interactions she might see between my stepbrothers and me. 

“Y’all are bad,” Mom announced, but she smiled. 

“Well, speakin’ of bad,” Dale sighed. “Me and Macy came home with two cases of crabs.”

The boys hooted. Dale barked, “Y’all haul the coolers in the house and do whatever else your stepmama needs done. That’s a damn long drive.” He paused to throw an arm around my shoulders on his way to the recliner. “I’m off duty as of now.” He tipped the chair back. “Shelby, hand me the remote, darlin’.”

Colt and Caine stepped outside. Mom passed me, heading down the hall to their bedroom. I held out the device. Dale had to sit the chair upright again to reach it, so he just sat there, eying me. I had the sense he really wanted to turn on the TV and tune out, but felt obligated to make small talk. “Did they get much done on the ‘Cuda?”

“All the gaskets have been replaced, and the piston rings, too. There’s a missing vacuum hose that’s making it run rough, but they got it back together and it cranks.” I beamed. “I learned how to compound a paint job, and I figured out what was wrong with the motor that raises and lowers the top.”

“Is that so?” His eyes were on the screen. He slid a hand along his side and pulled my clipboard from underneath him. “What’s this?”

My cheeks heated. “Ah, they showed me the fat black stripe they wanna put on the sides. I don’t like it, so I drew something I liked better.” His eyes were still on my sketch, a wide white stripe that broke apart into floating feathers. “Please, don’t let ‘em put those graphics on that car, Dale. They’re just... fugly.”

“Dunno what makes either of ‘em think it’s up to them,” was his only reply, but he sat the clipboard on the side table, ignoring my outstretched hand. 

The side door squealed open. Caine stepped through the door, gripping the handles of one cooler. A second cooler perched on top. 

“She’s not done with that, Dad. She’s still gotta draw that chicken that goes on the hood.”

Dale frowned. “Chicken?”

Caine laughed. “Where the hell else are those feathers comin’ from?” I showed him my middle finger. He turned for the kitchen. Colt came through the door with suitcases in both hands and a bag over each arm. “Take those to Macy,” Dale ordered. “Caine, drain the coolers.”

“Already did that. Outside,” Caine responded. 

“Then you can put the ‘Cuda in the trailer.”

Caine peered beneath the cabinets, but Dale turned away. With a shrug, my stepbrother stalked outside again. Dale turned the remote over in hand, tapping the edge on his thigh.

“Shelby, I owe you an apology. I should never have taken your mama away on your birthday. I’m real sorry about that, sweetheart.”

I put my feet on the table, knowing that when Mom came through, she’d fuss. “Listen, Dale, I had an okay birthday. Better than okay, actually. I just didn’t know how to tell Mom. She’ll freak out when she hears what I did to celebrate.”

He removed the baseball cap and hung it over the arm of the recliner. His eyes were steady on my face. “And what was that?”

“Well, I think I tarnished the Hannah family rep with my 12.92 at the fairgrounds.” 

It took him a second to process what I’d said. His brows went up and slowly, he started to grin. “You ran a thirteen-second quarter mile? In what?”

“Colt let me drive my namesake.” I returned his smile. “But Mom will have a duck when she finds out I went drag racing. I need your help there, because, well, I wanna go again.”

His expression turned thoughtful. “How many times did you choke it down?”

“I don’t know what that means,” I confessed. 

“She never choked it down.” Colt strolled into the room. “She’s what you might call an idiot savant. No damn clue what she’s doin’, but she’s got good instincts on the clutch. We thought she’d never get it off the line, but she fooled us.” He laughed. “Had to drag her outta there, kickin’ and screamin’. Girl thinks gas is free.”

“Help your brother load the ‘Cuda onto the trailer. I’m gonna take it to the shop. Steam clean the engine and undercarriage. And see what I can do about that missin’ hose.”

He turned toward me again after Colt went outside. “Well, can’t have my buddies ribbing me because my daughter can’t do better than a thirteen-second quarter mile, now can I?”

I shook my head and made my eyes round. “No, they’d never let you live it down. Think of your pride, Dale.” I smirked and he grinned.

“Let me guess. Y’all were headed to the track tonight, and we messed up your plans by coming home early?”

I nodded. 

“I ‘spect I can find somethin’ to keep Macy busy.” He winked, then hit a button on the remote. The television flared to life, but I sensed I’d nailed down a much-needed ally. 

The meal didn’t take long to prepare. Colt scowled at his plate. “Lotta work for a little bit of meat.” 

I reached for his largest crab leg. “Let me save you the trouble.” 

He grabbed my wrist. “Drop it, Red. Put your hand in my plate again, and I’ll throw you off the deck.”

Mom laughed, looking from me to Colt to Caine to Dale with shining eyes. “They sound like they were raised together, Dale.”

“Tried to tell ya.” Dale picked up a gigantic crab claw in one hand and a pair of channel locks in the other, scowling from one to the other. “Happy birthday, Shelby. Next year, could you ask for steak?”

Chapter Ten
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Mom stood between the side door and me, scowling at the small overnight bag in my hand. “We never discussed this, Shelby.”

“There’s nothing to discuss.” I shifted the bag to the other hand and sighed. “I’m not going to turn tricks on a roadside somewhere. It’s a scholarship competition. Two nights on campus, a tour, and we take the test. Be back Sunday afternoon.”

“But, I don’t even know where this school is, Shelby. You’ve never mentioned it before.”

“One more time, from the top.” I knew my attitude left a lot to be desired, but I feared that if I’d given her time to process this trip, she’d have vetoed it. Not to mention, I’d realized after Caine’s little speech about Colt’s mother, that if she talked to Dale about the proposed trip, he might decide I didn’t need to hang out with Caroline.

“Constance College, Spartanburg, South Carolina. It’s about two hours from here, straight down I-85. An all-women’s college, for heaven’s sake. If I do well on the test, I could win an all-expense-paid, four-year scholarship. I did tell you.” I crossed my fingers behind my back. “Told you my guidance counselor asked me to try out for this because of my grades. Told you I had a ride with Caroline. Who’s been sitting in the driveway for four minutes now.”

“Why can’t she come in?” Mom looked over her shoulder. “I’d like to at least meet the person you’re leaving with.”

“Uh, awkward. Colt’s mama is her mother. She’s not being rude, Mom. She just wants to avoid getting the second degree from her mom about you. Put yourself in her shoes for a minute. What kind of fifth degree would you give me if Dad suddenly showed up with a wife and kid and I hung out with that kid?”

Mentioning Dale’s fucked-up past and my absent sperm donor trumped her motherly concerns. She turned to peer though the door, but the dark tint Brandon had installed on Caroline’s windows prevented her from seeing much. I surged toward the door, pausing to put an arm around her neck. “See you Sunday.” 

***

The following evening, Caroline lounged on the single bed that was positioned foot-to-foot with mine, leaving just enough space to enter the room. Jerking a rolled pillow from underneath her head, she scowled at the delicate green-and-white striped cotton, and the cranberry initials embroidered in a circle. “This girl has an identity crisis.” Dropping the pillow, she swung her feet over the side of the bed, sliding the closet door open. 

“Caroline, maybe you shouldn’t mess around in her closet.” I wasn’t happy with the way my friend put her shoes on the expensive spread. The coverlet matched the pillow, right down the monogram in the center. The ensemble must’ve cost a fortune. I thought it was gorgeous and had been trying to figure out if I could duplicate the effect on a budget for my dorm room.

“Check this out, Shelby.” She held up a khaki skirt in one hand and a wool sweater in the other. The same initials, in different fonts, peered back at me from both garments. “Is she afraid all her fancy friends at this stuck-up place will steal her clothes?”

“You don’t like this school?”

Caroline shoved the hangars onto the rod and slid the door closed. She fell onto the bed and crossed her legs. “This,”—she swept a gaze around the narrow room—“is my idea of Hell on Earth. I can’t imagine spending four months, let alone four years, caged up with this bunch of fake-ass people.”

The test was behind us now. I’d loved every minute of the trip. The students who’d been assigned to our group as guides were from all over the Southeast, and though they did dress a bit homogenously, I’d decided I’d kill to go to school here.

“Besides, what’s up with the no-guys rule? I mean, it’s 2015, for Christ’s sake.”

I laughed. “You’ve got a guy. I’d think Brandon would be less inclined to bitch if you came here.”

“Oh, my God.” She narrowed her eyes on my face. “They converted you with all their Kum-Ba-Ya bullshit, didn’t they?” We’d just come from a closing ceremony, held in a charming cabin on campus. 

I held up crossed fingers. “I hope I did well on that test. Winning a scholarship is the only way I could afford to come.”

She scanned the small room again. “I doubt a single soul here has ever watched a NASCAR race. They’re gonna laugh at your clothes, Shelby, and every other thing about you that makes you great.” Her expression became troubled. “This is where all the mean girls go after high school, girl. In fact, I bet this is a genuine mean girl factory.”

“Oh, come on,” I protested, not liking the divide I sensed growing between us since we’d set foot on campus. “The girls we’ve met have been really nice, Caroline.” Freshman students were assigned to our small group of scholarship contestants. They’d knocked themselves out to show us around and tell us why they loved going to school here. I was frankly enchanted. The college had the air of an ivy-league school, with buildings built in the late 1800s standing beside more modern ones. The small student body seemed to foster a closeness that was absent from my single other campus visit, a day trip to UNCC. I hadn’t expected the no-male policy to be so appealing, but not having to keep up appearances for male students felt downright liberating. 

She sniffed. “Charity cases. Bet you a dollar, the girls whose daddies can just write a check for the tuition here wouldn’t spit on the ones we’ve met. Just look at this room.”

I knew what she meant. The bed I’d chosen had a comforter I could buy at any Walmart. The closet at my side was filled with clothing similar to my own. Nothing on this side of the room had a monogram. The distinction wasn’t a subtle one. Half of the room screamed of pennies spent at discount stores. The other half was boutique-beautiful, right down to the monogrammed towels in the top of the closet and the pencil holder on desk that matched the bedspread. 

“Now, this pair, they got assigned together off some random list. But I bet come next year, these two move into new dorms with new roommates and never speak again. Besides, I thought you had your heart set on that art program at UNC-Wilmington.”

“Mom’s convinced going to college at the beach is just code for naked males roaming campus.” 

Carline started to giggle. “Guess she’s not paying attention to what’s happening under her nose, huh?”

I shook my head and picked at a loose thread on the comforter. “How do you and Brandon pull that off?”

She tossed the roll pillow into the air, caught it, and hugged it to her chest. “She don’t care. Brandon sleeps in my room. Has for a while now. She was too drunk to notice at first. Then, when she realized what was going on, she just poured an extra drink and cried to her BFF about being a failure as a mom.” Her voice had a thin note that made me look up in fear I’d find her crying. Only the gleam in her eyes betrayed her emotions. “Which everyone already knew. She just sobered up long enough to figure it out. Scared her so bad, she hasn’t been sober since.”

“Does she ever see Colt?”

Her blonde hair swung, hiding her face when she shook her head. “Nah. I mean, I reckon they might run into each other, if she ever went anywhere. But she handed him off to Dale and never looked back.”

“Why can’t you live with your dad?”

Her shoulders moved up and down. She kept her eyes fixed on the monogram. “He got himself a real family after he got rid of her. Did you know, when he was Rookie of the Year, she threw up all over him at his banquet, right before his speech?”

The hopelessness in her eyes wrenched my heart. “No.”

“You can watch it on You Tube. Kids used to watch that video in class. It’s had millions of hits, and I bet you, half came from my classmates. All my life, they’ve teased me about her, like I got any control over what she does. At least, after Brandon’s dad married her, he makes sure there’s food in the house. I just dread the day he gets fed up with her shit and leaves, you know?”

I had to look away from the pain in her eyes. I tried, and failed, to decide if a well-off father who knew what kind of hell she lived in, and who only bothered to send the occasional, over-the-top gift, was better than mine, who had no idea whether I’d been born or aborted.

But her choice to have sex with whomever Brandon chose made perfect sense, in light of her confession. And the cruelty of the girls at school fell into place, as well. 

The take-no-prisoners world of blue-collar guys and illegal drag racing seemed far away from this place and I welcomed the spell the college wrought. This environment felt safe to me, more like something I could handle. 

“Do you pull for him? Your dad, I mean? When he races?”

A hard look flashed over her face. “He and the dude who drives the Mello Yellow car got into a tangle down at Darlington, when Jamie Roark was a rookie. Ended with both of ‘em out of the race and a fist fight on pit row. That’s on You Tube, too. I been a fan of the forty-six car ever since. They became stone cold enemies. If one could put the other out of a race, girl, it was on, but Dad’s retired now.”

The forty-six car was owned by Ridenhour Racing. Relieved at the way the topic had shifted, I smiled. “Yeah, okay. I’ll ask Dale to bring me home a shirt.”

She threw the pillow into the air again. “Better not let your new friends see you wearin’ a NASCAR shirt. They’d slam their fancy gates in your face.” Stuffing the pillow behind her, she picked up her phone. “It’s just ten o’clock. This place is smotherin’ me, Shelby. We can be home by midnight.”

“You want to leave?” What would I tell Mom?

She jumped off the bed. “I’ll go tell the resident advisor my mom called and we gotta go. You pack your shit. Brandon says they’re racing tonight.”

Chapter Eleven

[image: image]

Cars were bumper to bumper along the sides of the country road, but I didn’t think the races had begun. I slid out so Brandon could get into the Challenger with Caroline. He narrowed his eyes. “How was the waste of time you dragged her off to, Shelby?”

“I liked the place.” I lifted my chin. “Don’t be so insecure. She hated it.”

He shoved past me, got into the Challenger, and slammed the car door. Standing on the edge of the road, I scanned the scene. Taillights flared and neon glowed. Music blasted, and I recognized the songs Caroline had played the whole way back, making conversation impossible.

A hand gripped my arm. I jerked away, but when I turned, I was relieved to see Colt. “We’re parked up ahead. You’re racin’ tonight.” He urged me forward. When we reached the Mustang, he leaned on the quarter panel and tugged me against him. “So, you missed me so much, you had to come home early?”

“Caroline.” I dragged my tongue over dry lips, eying the person behind the wheel of the car behind us. “She wanted to come back.”

There was just enough light to show his eyes. “Not you, huh? I must be doin’ something wrong.”

I wanted to explain how much he’d hurt me by walking out to go have sex with someone else the night of my birthday, but I’d never mention it, because I sensed whining wasn’t the way to go with Colt. But, the weekend away had opened a window inside my head, letting in the fresh air of common sense. There wasn’t a future where Colt and I were together. I tried to picture me explaining to my mother that he and I just couldn’t help ourselves, that we’d fallen in love, but it rang false, even in my head. 

“Caine warned me.” Colt dropped his hands from my hips. “He said not to get attached to you, that you were just slummin’ ‘til college started and you could find some guy with a pencil-dick and a fat wallet.” I took a step back, so I could see if he was joking, because he had to be joking, didn’t he? He grabbed my arms, jerking me against him. 

I stared in disbelief at his twisted face. He was worried about losing me? “This is about me being too big, ain’t it? Shelby, how the hell else are we ever gonna get together, unless you sleep around some? I mean, don’t you want to fool around a bit, before we settle down for good?”

The scene I’d just played in my head replayed, only this time, Mom clutched a handkerchief and cried tears of joy. “Oh, Dale,” she sobbed, “our kids are going to make the most beautiful grandbabies.”

Only, I didn’t want to give her any grandbabies, and if I changed my mind someday, did I want them with Colt? 

“Better get off the road.” I whirled to see Caine standing at the rear of the Mustang. “They’re about to drop the flag.”

Colt let go of my arms. Stalking forward, he cut in front of the car and disappeared into the woods. Caine grabbed my hand, dragging me the opposite way, to the rear of the Mustang. He pointed to the vehicle across the road. “That’s your competition. That’s a Mazda MX-5 Miata. You’re gonna blow his doors off, Shelby. That thing’s turnin’ four cylinders and it’s got a hundred and sixty-five horsepower, tops.”

The car was dark, maybe burgundy. No racing stripes, no neon. “Then why’s he racing at all?” I blinked, wanting to look for Colt and finish the conversation. Only, I had no idea what to say, so I tried to focus on the information Caine was giving me.

“Ego’s bigger’n Colt’s.” Caine chuckled. “Colt told him even his little sister could kick his ass. So he ain’t backin’ down. Ready to get some head, little sister?”

I couldn’t respond because the Challenger roared past. A bright orange car was already lagging behind in the right lane. When the pair passed by, I studied my opponent through his lowered window. He seemed too old to be out on a back road after midnight, ready to race with a bunch of kids. As if he felt my stare, he turned.

“Hope you taught her to suck dick,” the guy yelled, giving me the once-over. 

“She don’t need to know how to suck dick,” Caine retorted. “But if you don’t get her off, loser, I’m gonna wipe up the street with your ass.”

Something wasn’t right. I looked away from my opponent, to the indistinct face behind the wheel of the car behind the Mazda. 

I leaned over to look at the driver of the car behind the Mustang.

Through the glare of headlights, another guy stared back at me.

“So, they’re racing?” I gestured to the pair of cars and frowned at Caine. “But, when one loses—”

Caine’s laugh was harsh. “Girl, no man wants to lose a drag race out here.” 

The image that flared to mind made me shudder, but not with disgust. “I think I wanna see that.” 

He grabbed me into an embrace. “Shelby, you tear me up. You’ve got this innocent face, but deep down, you’re bad to the bone.” He let me go, but grabbed my hand, jerking me off the road and around to the driver’s side of the car. “Let’s get you ready to run. Colt’ll shoot us both if you lose to that asshat.”

He unzipped my jeans before I could protest and shoved his hand down my pants. Pushing me against the side of the car, he found my clit and began the demanding massage. Pinning me with one leg, he muttered in my ear. “When you blow his doors off, he’s gonna have to get on his knees and tongue this little pussy until you scream. And you’re gonna come all over his face, because you won that right. See it, Shelby. Feel it. After a run that leaves you throbbing, can’t you feel that soft, wet tongue slidin’ into you? ‘Cause you’re already swollen and sensitive. Needy.”

The cool evening breeze, the loud, revving engines, the way Caine’s five o’clock shadow scraped the side of my jaw when he kissed my neck, the demands his finger made on my body, all combined to drag me under. He swept aside my underwear. Now he pressed bare flesh, and he slid a hand under my shirt. My nipples hardened, making the vicious tweak almost unbearable. 

I knew the guy in the car behind us had to be watching, but I couldn’t find it in me to care. Caine slid his finger inside me. “Wet already. Such a dirty little girl, all horny at the thought of a bunch of guys with rock-hard dicks watchin’ her get off. To the winner goes the spoils, girl.” He made several quick thrusts inside me.

The two cars on the line roared by. Caine jerked his hand out of my pants and opened the door to the Mustang. “Leave your pants open. Save you some time in the winner’s circle. And next time, wear a goddamn dress.” 

I slid behind the wheel and reached for the lever to adjust the seat forward. The keys dangled in the ignition. I hooked the seat belt, then reached for the switch. The GT500 roared to life. The car behind me reversed. My body settled into the rhythm of the big engine, throbbing with need. Colt stepped into the flare of my headlights and crossed to the asphalt. Jerking the door open, he landed in the passenger seat. 

“Smoke this fool, Shelby.” I reversed, easing the wide rear tires onto the road with a jerk. Colt spotted, opening the door and looking down at the ground. “There’s the line, babe. Whoa!”

The Mazda backed into position beside me. I felt the driver’s eyes turned in my direction, but left the staring game to Colt and focused on the now-familiar sight of the girl with the white scarf. 

I was in over my head with Colt, so much so that the simple act of moving through the gears and pressing the gas seemed a relief. She raised the scarf. The guy next to us made a loud howl, like a wolf in heat. I shifted into first and kept my eyes on the flag as the starter raised her arm. 

“Go!” Colt roared, but I was already off the line. The big motor whined. I didn’t bother to look at the tachometer; the sound alone told me when to shift into second. The car leaped forward and the ride smoothed out. I heard nothing but the engine, not even my heartbeat. The view faded into nothing but darkness, but that darkness whipped by, my sense of motion aided by the odd flashes of neon and brighter sky. 

I hit third just as the Mazda pulled even, and that was all she wrote as the big block eight-cylinder hit her stride. His headlights were in my rearview by the time I made it to fourth gear and blew across the finish line. I eased off the gas with a hoot.

“Whoo-ee! Damn good run, Shelby.” Colt grabbed me by the neck and leaned over to kiss me, nearly causing me to steer the car into a spectator’s vehicle. He pulled back when he felt the car veer. “Jesus, don’t wreck.” But his grin was ear to ear. “I hope someone timed that. Those practice runs the night Dad and Macy came home paid off in spades, babe. Turn right up here.”

The side road was the same one Caroline and I had come down the night I’d ridden with her when she raced the Challenger for the first time. She was still parked in the center of the cul-de-sac. She lay across the hood. Brandon stretched out at her side. A guy stood between her open thighs, thrusting. 

“Pull up beside her car.”

I followed Colt’s order, easing the Mustang alongside the Challenger. “Let’s go babe. Can’t wait to see that dude go to his knees.”

I got out of the car. The victory hummed in my veins, but I wasn’t so sure I wanted to collect my winnings. Colt lifted me onto the hood. The hot metal seared my buttocks through the denim. He grinned at my open fly, curling his fingers into my waistband and jerking the fabric down my legs. “Caine got you all horny, didn’t he?” He traced my slit through my panties. “You’re wet, Shelby. Tell me you don’t like this.”

I wanted to tell him that very thing, but I couldn’t, because part of me liked this very much. To my right, the man fucking Caroline groaned and cried out. 

“Fuck, yeah. Baby made him come like a fire hose.” Brandon cried. “Who’s next?” Another guy stepped out of the dark area between the cars and the street lamp at the back of the circle. He dropped his pants and gave his cock a shake. Hooking his arms under her thighs, he stepped close. She rolled her head my way and smiled as he began to thrust.

Someone’s steps rang on the asphalt, and suddenly, my opponent stood in front of me. He never looked at my face, just kept his eyes on my legs. Colt jerked my underwear off and tossed them on the hood behind me. Pulling one leg to the side with hard hands, he took a step back. 

“See that pretty pussy? You better make it run with cream, loser.” 

This guy still looked way too old to be out running illegal races with a bunch of twenty-somethings, but he knelt and the headlights washed out his features, so I thought that maybe the light was playing tricks on my eyes. Colt moved aside, but he kept his grip on my thigh. Caine came from somewhere, and he gripped the other leg the same way. 

It was obscene for them to spread me for stranger, and yet, it was hotter than hell. The man leaned forward and made a tentative lick along my folds. Colt moved close, shoving my shirt high. With each stepbrother fondling a nipple, the stranger went to work on my clit. 

“She handed you your ass,” Caine jeered. “Better finger that lil’ pussy, too. This ain’t your wife, dude. She better get off and get off hard.” 

His wife? That had to be a joke. The stranger slid a finger into me, moving in and out easily, I was so wet. 

“Fuckin’ hot little bitch,” Colt whispered. “Listen to how wet you are, little sister. Some guy you don’t know’s lickin’ that cat like he ain’t eat in a week, and you love it.”

I couldn’t help it. The demeaning words made me arch off the hood. Colt pulled away far enough so I could see his knowing grin. He turned his head to look down my body, but Caine was there suddenly, blocking my view by lowering his head to my breast. 

My opponent didn’t have Caine’s technique. Being caressed in so many places had me writhing, but I couldn’t come.

“Stick a finger in her ass and get down on that shit,” Colt barked, eliciting a round of boos and catcalls. “I mean, bury your face in that hot little cunt. Use your tongue. Gotta be a man about somethin’, since you drive like my grandma.”

Something wet pierced my ass. On my right, Caroline cried out her release. “Fuck, baby, you want another hard cock, don’t’cha?” Brandon’s voice rose above the hard taunts aimed at the guy between my legs. 

He began to use his tongue, driving it in and out of me, and each time he did, his nose bumped my clit. The finger in my ass sent streaks of pleasure through me. Caine’s hard suckling and outright bites to the tender peak had me gasping with pain and twisting with pleasure.  

Colt finally turned back to me, and when he put his mouth on my nipple, I imitated Caroline’s cry. 

“Go on home to mama, boy,” Colt jeered. “My baby needs a real man now. Need a hard dick over here.”

I gasped, “Make sure he’s got on a condom.”

“No glove, no love,” Colt barked. “Got some in the dash if you came without.”

The car door opened, then slammed. Someone stepped close. I didn’t care who it was, didn’t try to look. All I cared about was the way Colt gazed down at me. 

Or rather, I tried not to care about anything else. My heart hammered, but from fear, not excitement. The thrill of victory seemed far away. 

“How’s it winning if I don’t have a choice?”

Someone pushed my thighs together. Caine’s voice cut through the darkness like steel. “We’re takin’ her home, Colt. And if you want to be an ass, we can fight about it.”

“What the fuck?”

Exasperation rang in Caine’s tone. “She’s crying, asshole. Can’t you see that?”

Colt wrenched me upright. I slid off the hood and grabbed my jeans. A sound that made me uncomfortable rippled through the crowd. The volunteer had his jeans down around his hips. The latex gleamed on his erect cock and he gave me a baleful look. 

“What’s up, Hannah? You said—”

Caine shoved a hand against the guy’s chest. “Didn’t you hear her say no, asshole? Get in the car, Shelby. Right now.” He bent to snag my jeans and underwear, then hurled them at me. “Get dressed in the back seat.”

Colt dragged the guy aside, toward the loose line of guys around the Challenger. He and Brandon had heated words, but he stomped away and got into the Mustang. The way he gunned the engine and reversed down the long road until he found a spot to make a three-point turn told me how pissed he was. I couldn’t stop crying, but he never met my eyes in the rear-view all the way home. I fought to get myself under control. When he cut the engine and coasted down the drive, I hoped he meant for us to talk.

He set the park brake with so much force, I winced. Slinging the door open, he finally turned around. “I told you already. I don’t play your little girl games. It’s my way or the highway, Shelby. Gas or ass.” 

Caine got out of the car and went into the house through the basement. I held Colt’s gaze, but couldn’t stop crying long enough to explain. With a shake of his head, he got out and slammed the door, leaving me in the back seat, so I cried until I felt like a dishrag someone wrung out, then crept inside and into bed. 

Chapter Twelve
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“So you drove all the way here in the middle of the night?” Mom’s eyes were wide with disbelief and she fiddled with the point of her collar, the way she did when she was pissed. 

“I told you. Caroline’s mom was sick. We had to come home.” Pretending to validate her concern was getting harder by the minute. She was worried about two young girls driving in the dark? Seriously? “I don’t get why it’s such a big deal.”

“Well, it’s a big deal because, what if you’d had car trouble?”

“But we didn’t have car trouble. It’s a brand new car. I got home around two a.m. Woke in my own bed, safe and sound.”

“Shelby.” She didn’t say anything else, but her tone let me know my flippant attitude wasn’t winning me any points. She thought I was a child.   

“Why didn’t you call to let me know you were coming home?”

“Because you were asleep by midnight. What was the point?”

She fiddled with that collar until I thought I’d scream. Dale was gone somewhere by the time Mom realized I was home. Caine and Colt were still in bed, leaving me to deal with her. “About her. Well, about her mother.”

“Don’t go there.” I held up a hand. “Whatever you’re thinking can be said about Colt, too, can it not? And we aren’t kicking him out of the house, are we?”

“Robyn didn’t raise Colt, but she did raise Caroline. I’ve talked to Dale. I think it’s best if—”

“Stop it. You drag me here halfway through my senior year. You don’t get to pick and choose who I make friends with. You have to trust me. Me, it’s about me, not Caroline. She can’t help who her mom is any more than I can. I’ve got two months left at this school, five until I go away forever. How much damage can my friendship with her do to me, assuming you’re right and she’s the root of all evil? Did you ever think that she really needs a damn friend?”

“Good God, did World War III break out?” Colt came through the den, rubbing a hand along his hair. He wore red knit pajama bottoms with a Hanes logo on the white elastic at his waist.

“Shelby’s being dramatic.” Mom scowled. “I’m sorry we woke you, Colt. Did you not find that stack of shirts I put on your bed?”

“Don’t sleep in a damn shirt,” he muttered, brushing past her to yank open the refrigerator and grab the OJ. I tried not to stare at him, but it was plain he was still pissed off about the night before. He never looked at me. 

He shut the door and opened a cabinet. Slamming a glass on the counter, he glared at Mom. “Macy, my sister’s been through hell. See, everyone’s mama thinks like you. If it wasn’t for me, Caine, and her stepbrother, not a damn soul would have a thing to do with Caroline. She’s a little roughneck, but her heart’s as good as gold. Wasn’t she smart enough to try out for the same scholarship Shelby did?” He splashed the juice into the glass. I had a hunch he’d prefer to drink straight from the carton, but he lifted the glass to his lips and drained it.

“Colt, it’s just that—”

He swiped his lips with his forearm. “You gettin’ all riled about Robyn ain’t good for you and Dad, neither. The less he thinks about her, the better, because, for a man who swears he hates her, he sure as hell won’t let go of that anger. Last I heard, that means, on some level, he cares about her. Why go stirrin’ that up?”

The implication that Dale might still carry a torch for Colt’s mother made Mom turn pale. I couldn’t decide whether I felt relieved, or wished he’d kept his nose out of our disagreement. Knowing what Caroline had said about her, I doubted Dale cared anything for Robyn, but the easy way Colt bullied my mother wasn’t lost on me. 

Something blocked the sunlight streaming through the kitchen. I turned toward the open side door, catching sight of the end of the trailer. Mom’s phone rang. She grabbed it, then eyed Colt. “Your father wants your help outside.”

Colt left the juice and glass on the counter and straight-armed the side door. Mom locked gazes with me, then picked up his mess. 

“She’s really a nice person,” I assured Mom. “The only one who even bothered to speak to me, out of about two hundred classmates. But we’re home, and no one’s hurt. You’re just rattled because you weren’t expecting me until an hour from now.”

“Shelby!” Dale’s voice carried into the house. I glanced down at my pajamas, shrugged, and darted onto the deck.

A roar came from inside the trailer. The rear end of the Barracuda gleamed. Sunlight turned the paint from deep purple to glassy grape. I gasped as the first white feather came into view. Dale had the side window down on his truck. I dashed down the stairs.

“You used my design.”

Dale nodded. His hat shaded his eyes, but he smiled. “The graphics dude at the shop said he thought it’d work real good with the lines on the car, so he cut one out for me. Let me pull out of the way. Think you can lift that tailgate?”

I nodded. “I can try.”

The side door slammed. I looked up to see Caine step around Mom. Colt didn’t offer to get out of the car, so I struggled to lift the heavy gate. Caine rolled his eyes and bent to grasp the side of the ramp, I grabbed the other side. I doubted I was much help, but he held the ramp upright while I slid the bolts into the latches. He slapped the trailer side when I was done and Dale pulled forward. 

Colt gunned the Barracuda, wearing a wide grin. 

I walked around the car, admiring the work Dale had done. The old top and interior had been black, but now, pristine white gleamed from both. Thin piping in purple set off the seats. ‘‘Cuda Hemi’ had been embroidered in fancy lettering on the back of each seat. The design was repeated on new black floor mats. The chrome gleamed much more brightly, I thought, than it had when the car left the drive, as did the paint. The wheels sparkled like new money, too, and the tires had deep tread. Caine was scowling while I admired the stripe when Dale came walking down the driveway. “Colt, let her behind the wheel.”

“I need shoes.” I turned and ran up the driveway, dashing past Mom. 

“And clothes,” she yelled. 

I nodded, racing through the house. When I returned, Colt and Caine were seated on the stairs. I hopped over them. Dale leaned against the passenger side door.

“Get in and buckle up.” He gestured toward the driver’s side. I hurried around the front end and opened the door, enchanted with the four-point restraint that fastened between the thighs like a baby seat and made wearing a dress a virtual impossibility. He made a big deal about buckling his seat belt and did a bad imitation of a Catholic, crossing himself as we whizzed past Mom and the guys. 

I turned right, keeping the car in first gear and going slow, so no gravel popped up to ding the metal. The roar of the engine made conversation a challenge, but Dale raised his voice and pointed to the dash. 

“I had a stereo put in it. These bucket seats ain’t the originals, but the kids seem to be all fired up about these so-called racing buckets. New rubber all ‘round and some work under the hood. Well? Let’s go!”

I let the clutch out and tapped the gas, unnerved by the aggressive jump the car made from such a small tap on the gas pedal. When I turned onto the pavement, the rear end skidded, but after the hour spent correcting Caroline’s car when I put it into a slide, I compensated and the car straightened out easily. Mom would’ve been screaming, but Dale just gave a brisk nod and raised his thumb. 

I nearly turned down the side road that led to school, but Dale shook his head.

“Take ‘er down the highway.”

I kept straight and hung a right at the gas station on the corner. There wasn’t any oncoming traffic, so I made the turn and hit the gas. The car leaped forward. 

“Get ‘er done!” Dale cried. 

There was little traffic. I only encountered two semis. Whipping around both, I watched the speedometer and wondered when he’d think I needed to slow down. The car shook a bit till I hit sixty, but the ride smoothed out. Once I passed seventy, it drove like silk. The needle crept past eighty, then I hit fourth gear and it passed a hundred before I could blink. I eased off the gas and looked over to find Dale grinning. 

“Like a scaled dog.” He nodded, seeming pleased with his car. I found a spot to turn around and couldn’t resist nosing the red needle past the one hundred mark on the return trip.

When I turned onto the gravel road, he unhooked the four-point restraint and indicated he wanted me to pull over. When he turned his wrist over, I turned off the engine. “We put her on the track. Speedometer only goes to one-twenty, but she’ll do two hundred in a cakewalk. So you use your damn head, okay?”

“M-my head?”

He pulled out his wallet and extended the same credit card he’d offered me the first time we’d met. “I’ll spot you two compete rounds of rubber, one speeding ticket, and you can use that card for a fill-up twice a week, if you wanna let this be your ride. If not, well, I was gonna buy you a used Honda or something.”

I caressed the steering wheel and had no interest in a used Honda—something I’d have killed for less than a month before. “This can be my ride?”

He threw back his head and laughed. “Shelby, honey, I knew you wanted it when I saw your name spelled out in the shadows on those damn feathers.”

“You saw that, huh?”

“Yeah, I did. Took me a minute, but I saw it. The guy at the shop said you were pretty talented. I reckon you might get asked to do some custom work. If you want, I can take your sketches to work and we’ll knock ‘em out on our vinyl mahine. Might make you some pocket change.”

“Really?” I didn’t know which excited me more, having use of the car or a potential sideline in custom car graphics. “Dale, I’ll take such good care of her.”

“No, you won’t. You’ll run her into the ground, but I never believed in no damn show car. I reckon I can fix about anything you can do to her, but if you get hurt, I can’t fix that. Your mama would never forgive either of us. So you only take chances you know you can beat, and drive like you got good sense around Macy, you hear me?”

I drew an X over my heart. “I promise.” He gestured, so I cranked the car again, reveling in the deep bass of the engine. “She sounds so good.”

“Caine’s a damn fine mechanic, but I fooled around some under the hood. Put Lojack on her, and an alarm system that will let you disable the engine remotely, if’n she gets stolen. You just let me know when you get bored and we’ll get you a proper car for a young lady.”

My chance at becoming a proper young lady was so far in my rear view, I almost laughed in his face. “Don’t get in any hurry to have her back.” 

I never thought about Caine until we got back to the house and Dale said, “Okay, young lady. This car don’t leave the driveway again until you’ve changed a tire. It’s a rule at this house that everyone can do minor repairs. That applies to you womenfolk, too.”

Caine stood. “You’re givin’ it to her?”

“She’s just drivin’ it. Car still belongs to me.” Dale met his son’s baleful gaze calmly. 

My excitement drained away, watching Caine stomp into the house. It made sense for him to be disappointed. Colt had the GT500. He’d probably had his heart set on the Barracuda since the night Dale brought it home. 

I gave Dale a pleading look. “I want it. I love it. But it should go to Caine.”

“This is between him and me.” Dale bounded up the stairs. 

“Dale, that’s no car for Shelby,” Mom began as he strode past. 

He paused. “Woman, if I hand her the keys and she wants to drive it, that’s the end of it.” He pointed to Colt. “See, what’s gonna happen is, you’re gonna put the keys to the GT500 into Caine’s hand. Shelby drives the ‘Cuda, you drive the ‘Vette. I lit a fire under their asses over at the Volkswagen place today, so by this time tomorrow, everybody here’s gonna have somethin’ to drive.” He strode past and jerked the side door open. “When’s lunch happenin’, Macy?”

I stared at Mom, unsure what to say or do. She broke our gaze first, following Dale inside. I had no idea what to say to Colt. He just sat down again, in that same spot on the stairs, and stared at the Barracuda, so I went to my room. 

Dale’s voice carried down the hall from Caine’s room, which was across the hall from our parent’s bedroom. He gave Caine the same explanation he’d given the rest of us. I heard my stepfather pass my door again. The television turned on and Mom began to rattle pots and pans. I thought about Caine’s face the night he told me about that car, I tried to figure out how to make this right. A few minutes later, a soft tap sounded on my door. I was expecting Mom, but Dale entered. 

“I’m sorry, but I don’t want the car if Caine’s going to be upset,” I sobbed. 

He sat down on the bed at my side. “Shush. The boys know those old cars belong to me, Shelby. I’m keepin’ the title, so I don’t know why they’re all riled up. You can drive it, same as Colt and Caine have keys to the Mustang. I reckon you’d let them run that car at the track, if they wanted, right?” He sighed. “You need a car and that one was already here. They’ll get their asses off their shoulders soon enough.”

I nodded, but thinking about how much Caine loved that car brought forth a fresh burst of tears. He ruffled my hair. “Stop bawlin’. You need to learn to change a tire, so let’s go.” 

Chapter Thirteen
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“I don’t know what to do.” I pressed the button to lower the top. 

Caroline continued her walk around the Barracuda, even though the bell marking the start of fourth period carried to the parking lot. “About what?”

“About Caine. He’s hurt over this car.”

She ran a finger around one of the iconic gills on the front quarter panel, but peered into the back seat. “Wouldn’t you be?” 

I nodded. “I should’ve told Dale right away I’d rather have something else, but—”

“But he fixed it up for you.” She reached inside, touching the piping on the rear seat. “It’s kinda girlified now. Caine’s been working on how he’d customize this car for years, Shelby. And his plan sure as hell wasn’t white with purple trim. He and Brandon would talk for hours about what all he wanted to do to this car. He’d have kept the black interior and he had his heart set on the wide Hemi stripes.”

I should’ve burned my sketch. No wonder Caine had blown off my design. But why hadn’t Dale? “But Dale didn’t ask me. He didn’t talk to Caine, either. He just told them to load it on the trailer, and when he brought it back last night, this is what it looked like and he gave the key to me.”

She opened the door and slid behind the wheel. “I get that. I think he’s tryin’ to make you feel a part of the family. He just picked a way that made Caine feel like shit.” She jerked the passenger door open and slid into the seat. “I mean, you know this is what Caine does, right? He customizes cars. Modifications under the hood, interior work, racing stripes, neon. So, for Dale to cut him out completely, he’s bound to be hurt. I don’t see how Caine or Colt can hold you responsible, but on the other hand, if you weren’t around....” She traced the ‘Cuda emblem on the door panel and frowned. “Well, chances are, it’d still be sitting under that tarp in the carport.”

My heart sank. All day, I’d counted on her being able to help me figure out a way to make this right. “So, even if I refuse to drive it—”

“The damage’s been done. It’s never gonna feel like Caine’s now.”

I saw no point to explaining that he meant for Caine to get the GT500, so I sighed and slung my book bag into the back. “I gotta go. I have an appointment at the Health Department to get on the Pill. Not that I think I’m going to need to be on the Pill now, but that’s why I’m cutting my afternoon classes.”

“He’ll get over it.” She opened the door. 

“Caroline?” I gripped the steering wheel. 

“Yeah?”

“Why do you have sex with other guys? I mean, is it something you want to do?”

She shrugged. “It’s like NOS, Shelby.” She wasn’t looking at me, but she must’ve felt my puzzled stare. “Sex is just sex. I mean, once you know what’s gonna happen, sometimes it’s great and other times, it’s just... sex.” She darted a look at me. “But when I know Brandon’s into it and it’s what he wants, it’s like dumping NOS into my bloodstream. Even a half-assed fuck is hot. It’s hard to explain, but it’s not about the sex with the other guy. It’s about the connection me and Brandon have while it’s happening.” 

***

“Shelby, Dale’s talking about renting the motor home again so I can go to Martinsville with him. Now that you have a car, I think I’m going to go.”

I twisted in my desk chair to look over my shoulder. Trying to keep the excitement off my face, I frowned. “Okay. When are you leaving?”

With Mom out of the house for a few days, surely I could fix the rift between my stepbrothers and me. Colt was as cool toward me as Caine. I guessed he didn’t like giving up the Mustang. 

“Tomorrow. But I want to talk about something else.”

I closed my laptop, to hide the instant messages from Caroline. “Okay.”

She sat on the edge of my bed. “These college acceptance letters are starting to stack up, but not a single one has offered you a scholarship. You need to think hard about attending UNC-Charlotte. You could live here, even if it’s just for a year or two. We just can’t afford the full tuition, plus the expense of living on campus, Shelby.”

“But, I can get student loans,” I protested. “And so can you. We talked about this after that seminar we went to last year. You just need to look at that loan package everyone’s sending.”

She scowled. “What can you possibly major in that would let you eat, pay for your own transportation, and living expenses after graduation, if you have to start paying back student loans, too? Be realistic, Shelby. You’re an adult now, so I’m going to treat you like one. You don’t have an aptitude for math or the sciences. You griped your way through that little class in computer coding you had to take as a sophomore. What do you anticipate majoring in? Let’s look up the entry-level salary and make an informed decision.”

Reluctantly, I opened my laptop. Giving Caroline a brief good-bye, I closed the messenger and started a search for graphic artists’ salaries.

“That’s not a practical career choice,” she said instantly. “And certainly nothing you’d need a four-year degree to do. You can learn graphic design at any tech school.” She pointed over my shoulder at an online ad that came up alongside my search. “See that? That place is right in Charlotte.”

Attending King’s College was worse than going to UNCC. I stared at the screen, unable to think of a single other career that interested me. 

“See?” She got to her feet. “I’m sure you’ll make good grades, dear. But why go in debt for a degree that’s barely going to earn you a living wage? If you’d be an adult about this, you’ll see that we’re not trying to rob you of your dreams. We just think that, if you spent two years going to school and living at home, you could get all the basic classes under your belt, then transfer to anywhere you’d like. And at that point, you’d be making a more informed decision about where to transfer, because you’d have a better idea of your major. I mean, that college in South Carolina? Did you even bother to check the tuition rate for out-of-state students? It’s astronomical.”

“But....” Her liberal use of “we” made me wonder what’d happened to that promise Dale made me the night Mom dragged us here.

In truth, I didn’t know if I wanted to go to a college two hours away anymore. I’d started to think that if I could get a room on campus at UNC-Charlotte, Colt and I wouldn’t have to sneak around. 

Or, I’d have been more inclined to fight for that, if I hadn’t ruined things between us the night Caroline and I had come back from South Carolina. The car had only made a bad situation worse. 

“Shelby, I don’t have a job, honey. I can’t qualify for one of those tuition loans they give parents. I’d have to ask Dale to apply, and then he’d be responsible for the money he’d borrow on your behalf. I just don’t think that’s fair to him. And look at Colt and Caine. They both have good jobs and still can’t afford to move out on their own. So, you need to think about that, too. How would you feel about having to move back home after a stint at college, because you were so far in debt you couldn’t do anything else? They’re saving to buy a place together, but realistically, it’ll be years before they can do that.”

I stared at the computer screen, filled with resentment and as confused as I’d ever been. Neither Caine nor Colt had spoken to me since the day Dale had given me the keys to the Barracuda. I’d decided the only way to make things right was to ask Dale to buy me a regular car, but if he didn’t want to assume any debt on my behalf, then how sincere had his offer been?

Mom’s being home all the time prevented me from trying to work out things between me and my stepbrothers—not that either seemed interested in offering an olive branch. Colt eyed me with scorn. Caine never looked at me at all. They’d gone back to using up all the hot water, and if Mom made a snack, they ate every bite without any regard for whether I’d gotten a taste or not. 

Now, it was plain, the center of Mom’s world had shifted. I felt more like an outsider than I had the night I’d curled in the corner of this room and tried not to cry while they’d set up my bed. She had Dale, Dale had her and his sons, and the brothers had each other. I was on the edge of those relationships, all alone. Now, she expected me to be “reasonable” and continue this impossible situation for two years?

The only way that could happen was to sort things out between Colt and me. I believed she’d be against our having a sexual relationship, which might make her rethink her position on me living at home and going to college. But, if I was wrong, and she held to her belief that he was a “nice young man”, then at least stepping out of the shadows would force our relationship into some semblance of normalcy, wouldn’t it? 

I was eighteen. She couldn’t stop me from having sex with Colt. And if she disliked the fact that we lived under the same roof, well, she was the one who’d created this mess. 

Sorting out Colt’s motivations absorbed my every waking hour. Did he mean anything he’d said? The way he swung from hot to cold made me insane, mostly, insane with lust.

Something had to give. I welcomed the time alone with them, hoping I could sort through the problem Caine had with me having the Barracuda, as well as work through my issues with Colt. 

That evening, Dale arrived with another motor home. Mom made a trip to the grocery store and brought back pizza for dinner. The guys helped them load the groceries and pack the coolers. Every time I came out of my room, Colt made a point to scowl and look away. 

I could hardly fall asleep, so anxious was I for the night to pass. Mom and I said our goodbyes the next morning, and I fidgeted through a long school day. 

After school, I paced from the den to my room and back, unable to settle down and do my homework. The time they usually arrived home after work approached, then passed. By dark, I still hadn’t seen either stepbrother. I forced myself to do my homework, with one ear out for traffic, but the lonely lane was still. 

I picked up my phone about a thousand times, thinking I’d send Colt a text, but since I had no idea if Dale could see the messages sent over his account, I always put the phone down. Eventually, midnight came and went. I showered and climbed into bed, letting my tears fall. Everything was messed up and I didn’t seem able to fix any of my problems. 

Chapter Fourteen
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I heard Caine come out of his room to shower while I dressed for school. By the time I was ready, I still hadn’t heard any sound from Colt’s room. The side door opened, then slammed. With a sigh, I gathered my books.

Colt stood in the breakfast room. His pajama bottoms were the soft knit kind he always wore. He shoved them down his hips. His cock was fully erect and his grin was lopsided. “Now, you can’t go to school until you prove you can take me down to here.” He set his thumb at a spot about an inch and a half below the head of his cock. “So you better get on your knees and get to work.”

I hurried to do as he demanded, discarding my books on the recliner. I knelt in front of him, my body already firing on all cylinders. He poised his cock at my lips and buried one hand in the hair at the nape of my neck. 

“Open wide, baby.” 

I held his gaze while I dragged my tongue around the head, savoring his taste. His eyes blazed, and I wondered if he’d forgiven me, or if this was some test I had to pass in order to get back in his good graces. 

“Quit stalling. I want you to suck, not lick.” 

I obeyed, parting my lips. He thrust forward. His cock filled my mouth and he winced when the tender skin snagged on my teeth. 

“Don’t make me spank you. Watch those teeth.”

I tried, but he was wider than the roof of my mouth and it wasn’t like I could remove my teeth. I stretched my lips as wide as I could, but when he pressed forward, his thumb seemed miles from my lips. 

“Stick your tongue out. Open wider.” I tried to do as he asked. The sensation wasn’t comfortable and despair swept over me. 

He pulled back. “Take off your shirt. Play with your nipples.”

I tugged the shirt over my head and sat back on my heels. Pleasuring myself under his avid gaze made me wet. “Put your hands in your panties. I want to hear how wet you are.”

I grew a good deal wetter, thanks to the order. My fingers slid into my channel with embarrassing ease. “That’s right. Fuck yourself with those little fingers. Keep one hand on your breast, Shelby. Get yourself all hot and bothered.”

Just looking at him made me hot and bothered, but I didn’t think he was interested in a conversation.

“Rub your clit. Imagine those are my fingers.”

I shuddered at the first touch to the tender nub, but couldn’t tear my eyes off his cock. The heavy vein running along the underside throbbed and his scent surrounded me. The outright thrill from being kept from school in order to have sex made my blood pound. Each stroke across the nub brought me closer. I dragged my tongue across my lips, sensing my orgasm was close. 

“Stop. Take your fingers out of your pussy.” 

I moaned in protest. He bent and gripped my hair again. “Fingers out where I can see them.”

“But I’m about to come,” I panted. 

He gave my hair a hard tug. “Put your hands on your thighs, Shelby.” 

I wanted to continue. I wanted to obey. Obedience won. I pulled my hand out of my underwear and spread my fingers on my thighs. I throbbed with need. 

“Now, try again.”

He surged deeper into my mouth, shutting off my breath, but I was so aroused, all I could think about was getting him inside me.  

“Move your tongue. Flatten it and swirl it around my shaft.”

I tried to follow every command. He hadn’t moved his thumb from the spot and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make my lips touch his finger. He was just too thick. The corners of my mouth burned. I focused on stroking as much of him as I could, but despaired of ever being able to please him. 

He pulled away with a scowl. “Stand up.” He tugged my hair, but didn’t let go until I’d struggled upright. 

He slid his hands under my skirt and pulled my underwear down. Pivoting, he slung my books onto the floor and sat down in the recliner. Pausing to jerk his cell phone out of his pocket, he tossed the device onto the side table, then looked at me from under raised brows. “Come here.” 

My heart raced. Something in his expression took my breath, but I moved to stand in front of him. He grabbed me by the waist and sat me on his knee. Before I could blink, he flipped me over and shoved my skirt up to my waist.

Sliding his hand over my bottom, he demanded, “You know why I’m about to spank you?”

Because I couldn’t handle a simple blowjob. I felt like a little girl, when he wanted a woman. I caressed the stinging corners of my mouth with the tip of my tongue. “Why?”

“Because I want you sitting on this little ass all day, thinking about me.” 

I almost blurted that I did that anyway, but his hand came down, preempting my protest. The strike transported me to the evening he’d spanked me on the hood of the Mustang. I half-liked the pain, even though I felt like I shouldn’t. But since feminism didn’t seem to shine its light into this place, I absorbed each heated blow, squirming like a worm in hot ashes. 

He paused to thrust a finger into me. “Such a dirty little sister, getting wet because her big brother’s giving her a much-needed spanking.”

“Why?” I gasped as his hand came down again. The outline of his hand covered my butt cheek, leaving a print that stung so bad, tears gathered in my eyes. 

“Every fucking night, I can barely sleep because you’re right across the hall with your fingers in your pussy. Deny you do it, Shelby. I dare you. Deny you lie in bed and finger yourself, thinking about me. Give me a reason to spank you harder.”

His demeaning words were something else I felt I needed to object to, but they added to my arousal, so I bit my lip and tried not to think that I was becoming a freak. “I do it, almost every night.”

The next blow was much harder and the strike landed across the first, doubling the pain. I cried out in protest. “I said I did!”

“You said “almost.” Tell the fucking truth. You do it every night. You might fall asleep first, but when you wake up to take a shower, you crawl back in bed and spread your legs wide. Then you put your fingers in your pussy and when you come, you cry out my name.”

My cheeks were already flushed, but his guess was so accurate that they stung now, almost as badly as my ass. I tried to cover my scorched skin with my hands. “Okay, every night.” I didn’t do it every night, but objecting seemed pointless.

“Turn over.” He helped me roll onto my back. Pushing my knees to my chest, he pinned them with one arm behind my knees. I grabbed his arm to keep from tumbling off his lap.

He thrust a finger into me, moving in and out with hard strokes. The heat from his blows seeped through my skin, drawn toward my pussy as though by a magnet. The uncomfortable position underscored the difference between my petite build versus his strength and size, softening something inside me. I lost any will to fight, not that I’d have fought him, but he sent a primal message of dominance and my body didn’t ask my head’s permission to respond.

He picked up speed, thrusting deeper. I closed my eyes and got lost in the hard rhythm. The slick friction had me close now. Almost... I was almost—  

To my frustration, he withdrew. Before I could pry my eyes open, a stinging blow landed on my slit. I gasped with pain. Smiling, he landed two more quick strikes. His fingers caught my clit, making the abused nub thud with a dull roar. This time, he forced two fingers inside me. 

He twisted them, turning them back and forth, like he was trying to stretch me, then he returned to the in and out motion. The additional girth felt good after a moment. The pressure built and built, but he seemed to sense whenever I was about to come, and he’d pull out and slap my clit. 

“Colt,” I moaned.

He gave me a stern look. “What? What do you need?” 

“I need to be fucked.”

“I had things all set for you to get fucked the other night and you cried to come home like a little girl.”

“I’m sorry! I won’t do that again.”

Heavy steps sounded on the deck stairs. I struggled to get free, thinking that Mom and Dale had turned around, but between Colt’s arm pinning me down and his fingers inside me, I couldn’t move.

Colt’s smile told me the person coming through the door wasn’t my mother. “’Bout time you decided to get your ass back here.”

“Yeah, I was halfway to work, but just thinkin’ about what y’all might be doin’ had me hard enough to cut diamonds, so I turned around.” Caine’s voice sounded ragged. I heard the jingle of a buckle. 

“Got her all ready for you. She never needed a cock as bad as she does right this minute.”

“That’s right brotherly of you.”

Colt withdrew his fingers. Caine leaned over the arm of the chair. 

“That ass sure is glowing. I fucking like the way that looks.” Caine guided his cock into me. Colt moved his arm, but Caine leaned over me. Now, his chest pinned my legs to my shoulders. I gripped Caine’s sides. Colt thrust his hand between us, gripping a nipple. 

As usual, Caine showed no mercy, thrusting hard and fast. 

“Don’t fucking let her come,” Colt ordered. “You feel her tighten up, you pull out.” He wrenched the tender peak.

Caine managed a laugh. “She’s already so fucking tight I can barely breathe, Colt.”

“Fuck her. Drive that cock deep. Ask him nicely, Shelby.”

“Fuck me, Caine, please. I want my big brother to fuck me.”

Caine obeyed, pressing his face against my neck. The tendons down the backs of my legs screamed for mercy, but Caine changed to shorter strokes and the head of his cock hit that spot that drove me wild. 

Colt let go of my nipple and found my clit. His strokes over the nub, combined with Caine’s motion had me on the edge.

“Pull out,” Colt demanded. “She’s gonna come.”

With a growl, Caine straightened. I whimpered when his cock slid free. 

Colt slid his fingers inside me and scrubbed his thumb across my clit. “You come and I’ll stick my cock in your ass without lube, I swear to God.” He taunted the spot with a finger, then pulled his hand away. I panted, resenting the need to hold back.

Caine cocked his head and gave Colt a pointed look. “You know what? Someone’s been needin’ a dick in their ass.” 

“Fuck her ass, Caine.” Colt egged him on. “Make her take that cock, brother. Pay her back for all the damn days she’s been struttin’ around here in those damn short skirts, knowin’ her mama’s watching us like a hawk.”

The hard look on Caine’s face told me this wasn’t about my clothing. This was about the car—for Caine. And another first for me that Colt didn’t want us to share, but all I could think this time was, Thank God. 

“Throw her over that table and fuck her for that.” Colt slapped my sore bottom. 

Caine seized me by the waist and dragged me off Colt’s lap. He took three steps and set me on my feet, but turned me with hard hands on my shoulders. Gripping my waist again, he tossed me onto the breakfast room table, face down. 

I heard the drawer in the coffee table slide open, then Colt moved to stand beside Caine. The glass panels in the storm door let me see when Colt slapped something into Caine’s hand. 

Something cool slid between my buttocks. Caine pressed a finger against my pucker. He pushed into me easily, aided by the slick lube. I closed my eyes, enjoying the penetration. 

Colt dragged a chair from under the table. Plopping into the seat, he reached between my thighs and pushed two fingers into my wet pussy.

“I think our little sister likes her big brother’s finger in her ass, Caine.”

“Wait’ll she feels my cock.” He gripped my sore buttocks, spreading me, then his cock was at my entrance. Colt didn’t pull out of me. He worked his fingers in and out, making me squirm. Could I handle both of them thrusting into me? Caine pushed forward. I cried out when he shoved past the tight ring of muscle.

“Dirty little sister. You should feel how wet she got when she felt the head of your dick in her ass.” Colt spoke, but I had no idea whose hand came down on my ass. “Beg for it.”

“I want my big brother Caine to fuck my ass while my big brother Colt fingers my pussy. I want my big brothers to make me come.”

“Atta girl.” Caine began to move. Colt kept pace and the twin sensations made thinking impossible. 

Caine grunted, sliding in deeper. His cock and Colt’s fingers stretched me to my limit. Someone pressed a finger to my clit. Caine eased back until only the head of his cock remained in me. He surged forward. 

My toes barely touched the floor. Every time Caine thrust into me, the edge of the table dug in just above my mound. His cock hit the same spot from the inside. One of them forced his thumb into my ass, making me moan. Colt twisted the fingers in my pussy. So many sensations slammed into me, I feared I might explode. 

“Please, let me come, Colt.”

“Not yet. Little slut’s gotta wait. Fuck her harder, Caine. Stretch that asshole wide. Goddamn, that looks hot.” He gave my pussy a flurry of shallow thrusts. The sensation was so different from Caine’s slow, deep strokes, I nearly came. I had to come. 

I battled the feeling rising inside me. It was hard to hold back and holding back got harder still when Caine said, “Fuck, she’s too tight. Pull out, Colt.” Colt slid his fingers out of me, but he pressed my clit, rubbing hard and fast. 

“Come inside her,” Colt ordered. “Fill that little ass up with cum, brother.” 

Over Caine’s grunts, Colt gripped the back of my neck and crooned, “Such a dirty girl. You’re going to school with Caine’s cum in your ass.” 

Caine began to moan. I felt every hot spurt, and to my dismay, Colt removed his finger from my clit. It seemed like Caine came forever, but when he pulled free, tumbling to the floor with a sigh, Colt slapped my ass three times, centering the strikes on my slit. 

Colt said something. I turned to glare into his smiling eyes.

“What?”

“I said, go to school.” He grinned. Being sent to school right this minute was unthinkable.  “And you’re racin’ come Friday night. We’ll practice at the fairgrounds tomorrow night, and I between, someone needs to work on givin’ head. Good thing there’s two cocks here for you to practice on. You won’t win ‘em all.”

“Seriously, Shelby,” Caroline giggled at lunch, when I explained why I’d been late. “I think they’re both scared to death that you’re gonna slip up when your mama’s around. Sounds to me like they just look for ways to make you think they’re mad.”

Chapter Fifteen
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My first run of the night was a disappointing fifteen and change, but I broke thirteen seconds on my second run. The two runs emptied the tank. I made a pouty face and Caine dumped a can of gas into my tank. I lined up again. To my surprise, Colt pulled up beside me in the Mustang. 

He made a gesture that looked like something blowing up, then brought his fingers to his lips. After the kiss, he fluttered them. 

Oh, so he thought he’d blow me way, did he? 

Grinning, I gunned the engine and focused on the light tree, counting down from red to gold to green. I sped through first and second gears, but something happened when I spied the front end of the Mustang nosing ahead. I wanted to beat him more than I’d ever wanted anything, so I forgot about everything but keeping my foot on the gas and hitting fourth. The stands blurred and the two lanes turned into a single tunnel. When I hit fourth, we were side by side. He inched ahead and nothing I could do brought me any closer. He beat me by a car length or more. I blew past the finish line, cursing a blue streak. I geared down and stomped the brakes, pissed off beyond words. 

He circled the track, stabbing a finger out his window. I looked back, unsurprised by his seven-second time, but when I read the second set of numbers, my mouth fell open. I’d broken nine seconds. Eight point five-nine, to be exact. 

“Take a picture before they pull the time down,” I rolled my window down and yelled at Caine. 

He lifted his cell phone. When I pulled up at his side, he showed me the photo with a wide grin. “Already done that. Now, get your ass outta that car and hand over the fucking keys.”

“Almost,” I taunted Colt, climbing out on legs that trembled. “One of these days, I’m gonna burn your ass.”

He laughed, but the twinkle in his eyes softened his arrogant response. “Any time, anywhere. Bring it.”

I made it to the spot where Mr. Haney sat and flopped down beside him. “Not a bad run, a’tall, Miss Shelby.”

“I wanna beat him so bad, I can taste it,” I confided, making the old man howl with laughter.

“That’s the first step to winnin’, honey. But I suspect there’s some stuff under the hood of that old GT500 that even the ‘Cuda can’t handle.”

“Wait till I have a little chat with Dale.” I huffed. “Whatever he’s got, I want.”

Lee wiped his eyes, his shoulders still heaving with laughter. “Poor Dale. He better hope the forty-six car keeps kickin’ ass, then. You done already spent his winnin’ bonus ‘fore he can get home with it.”

The guys lined up three times, and each time, Colt won by half a car length. Their times were so consistent, I thought the clock might be stuck. When I reached the infield again, Caine was in high spirits. “Just a few adjustments and even Shelby’s gonna kick your ass,” he assured Colt. 

I cleared my throat. “I broke nine,” I reminded him. 

He frowned, then snagged Colt’s shirt and leaned into the Mustang. Colt lifted his brows, but nodded. My stomach bottomed out. He pulled the Mustang close behind Caine’s truck. 

Caine stuck his head out of the Barracuda. “My keys are in my ignition. Follow us.” 

I thought they’d head out the drive, but Caine whipped the Barracuda around both vehicles and turned left. Sandwiched between the two vintage cars, I followed his taillights along the fair Midway for a few yards. He turned beside a low-slung concrete block building. Making a second turn at the end of the building, he braked to a stop, but there was enough room so that Caine and I could get our vehicles behind his. 

He got out and patted the rear end of the ‘Cuda. “Take those jeans off and leave ‘em in the truck.”

I shimmied out of my pants and slid out of the driver’s seat, into Caine’s waiting arms. He carried me to the back of the car. The stadium was to my left. The lights glowed and the revving engines carried easily through the still evening air. 

Caine plopped me on the trunk. “I’d put you on the hood for this, but after six hard runs, you’d end up with third degree burns on your ass.”

He turned to Colt. “Now, lick all the cream off that pussy. She broke nine seconds. I told her she’d come if she ever did that and that you’d clean it up.”

“Is that right?” Colt stroked his jaw, but he was smiling. “And who’s she gonna fuck?”

“Anyone you want.” I returned his smile.

He gripped my hips and leaned forward. “Put your legs over my shoulders.”

I obeyed. My heart raced every bit as fast as it had when I’d been on the start line. He cupped my buttocks in his hands and stood straight, lifting my ass into the air. Burying his face between my thighs, he attacked my clit with his tongue. 

“Goddamn, I love that you don’t wear a bra.” Caine shoved my shirt up under my chin and leaned down to nip one hard peak. His hard fingers teased the other. Colt dug his thumbs into my crease, spreading me open. He raised me higher, dragging his tongue along my cleft to stroke my pucker. I shuddered in his hands, writhing under their hard ministrations until I climaxed. 

“See, Shelby? It’s all about gas or ass.” Colt lowered me to the metal and unfastened his jeans. “Now, see how much cock you can take, little sister.” He gripped his cock with one hand and my hip with the other. He held his thumb at the same unattainable point, about a fourth of the way down the shaft. His gaze was steady on my face. “Tell me what you want first.”

My tummy clenched, but I wanted this so bad, I had no trouble saying the words. “I want my big brother’s cock inside me.”

“Then take it. Take as much as you can, and then take some more.”

I kept my eyes on his face when his cock breached my entrance. He felt much bigger than his two fingers. I needed him, but I couldn’t get enough of him inside me. 

I felt Caine’s gaze on the spot where Colt and I connected. 

“Might need to give her something else to think about.” I didn’t understand Caine’s mysterious words, but since Colt gripped my waist, I knew it was Caine who slid a finger slid into my ass. He used his free hand to tease my nipple. “Take that cock like a good little girl. Don’t tense up. That’s what your pussy’s for, taking a cock. Let him in, Shelby,” Caine ordered.

Caine’s strokes into my ass felt good. Colt stretched me wide, but he withdrew, and surged inside me again. I threw my head back and moved my hips, trying desperately to help him get inside me.  

“More, Shelby. Take more,” Colt demanded. 

Caine took his hand off my breast. A moment later, I felt his finger on my clit. He showed his usual lack of mercy on the small nub. I rocked my hips forward. Closing my eyes, I focused on Caine’s fingers and tried to relax. At last, Colt drove into me so far, I felt his fingers encircling his shaft. A flash of heat suffused me. 

Colt cried out, “Hell, yeah. Goddamn, that’s tight.”

Caine never ceased his ministrations. If anything, his motion became more insistent. I had no chance of moving away from his hands. I was so sensitive, I wanted to, but knew there was no chance they’d let me go, so all I could do was take the sensations Caine forced on me while Colt drove into me again and again. Caine’s strokes in my ass felt better than good now. He matched his brother’s speed, thrusting into my ass just as Colt drove deep. And then, I was coming. 

“Fuck. Fuck.” Colt’s shaft spasmed inside my channel. Caine relented at last. Colt fell forward, resting his forehead against mine. I smiled, feeling him start to soften. 

That wasn’t so hard. 

Chapter Sixteen
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When Friday night rolled around, I was buzzing with excitement by the time they got home from work. I could barely eat the casserole I’d dug out of the freezer, so I nibbled my salad and eyed the time. 

It was a little past seven when we shoved the last dish into the dishwasher, so they amused them selves by putting two barstools side by side in the den and bending me over them. Caine dug a handful of short bungee cords out of a drawer in the kitchen. Kneeling, he wrapped one around each ankle, and hooked them to the stool, then fastened my wrists together in front of me, and a final cord connected my wrists to the stool. 

They took turns, fingering me until I was almost ready to come, then they’d stop to watch some idiotic race on television. I was furious when I realized it was a re-run of one they’d already watched live.  

“Goddammit.” I glared over my shoulder.

I fought to get my hands free, but Caine’s knots were too much for me to handle, so I had to lie there, looking over my shoulder with sad eyes until one of them approached me again. 

Then Caine got the bright idea to fetch a pair of channel locks. He moved to where I could see what he was doing and slid a condom over each of the rubber-coated handles. Sliding one into my pussy and the other into my ass, he fucked the tool in and out of me until I was ready to cry, I was so desperate to come. The handles weren’t as big around as his little finger, not nearly enough to get off on. He leaned close and taunted me.

“Makes you appreciate two big cocks, don’t it?’

“Yes!” I squirmed, trying in earnest to get free. For my troubles, he gave my clit a hard pinch. 

When he took the tool away, all I could do was pant in fury while they turned their attention to the stupid race.

By the time they let me go, I stalked to my room and slid hangers across the rod as hard as I could sling them, listening to their laughter. I picked out a dress that Mom had sworn to burn if she ever saw me wear without leggings.

Colt poked his head through the door and whistled. “Love it. Don’t even fuckin’ bother with underpants.”

“I have to,” I muttered. “Else I’m gonna stain those damn white seats.”

Caine pushed past Colt and fell against the wall, laughing until he had to hold his sides. “Towels. They’re not just for drying off, you know,” he finally gasped. 

I raised my middle finger, but left off the underwear, and flounced into my desk chair to repair the damage to my makeup. 

When it was finally time to go, I was vibrating with impatience. “We’ll take the truck and the ‘Cuda,” Colt decreed. “Unless you want to drive the ‘Vette, Caine?”

“I want to drive the ‘Vette,” I announced. “Caine can drive the ‘Cuda if he wants.”

“Can’t see over the hood, remember?” Colt grinned. “Since you’re feeling generous, I’ll drive the ‘Vette and you can ride with Caine.” 

I handed Caine the keys and hustled to the passenger side of the Barracuda. 

Cars already lined the country road when we arrived. With a wave out of the window, Colt pulled down the road. I supposed he headed for the cul-de-sac. Caine pulled over on the shoulder. Putting the car into neutral, he set the hand brake and jerked his head, indicating he wanted me to get out. I skipped around to the driver’s side, waving at Caroline, who pulled over a couple of cars behind us. 

Caine opened the door and made me stand with my legs spread. “You know what winning feels like?” he demanded, sliding a finger through my folds.

“Feels like the best sex ever.” I squinted as a car took the position directly across the road from us. He dragged my moisture to my clit and started the hard massage I’d come to crave.

“Who’s getting head tonight?”

“I am.”

“And then, who’s gonna spread her little legs and get fucked right on this hood while me and Colt stare into her pretty eyes?”

“I am.” 

“That’s right. You’re gonna come so hard, you’ll fuckin’ scream.” He ground the throbbing nub. “And then, you’re gonna come again.” A hard pinch to the defenseless button made my knees weak. He held the position, sliding the cowl of flesh over my clit in a continuous pinching motion that gave me a hot flash. “And again.”

The first two cars were on the line. My heart pounded along with the revving engines. Caine pierced me, circling my entrance. “Wider.” I slid my feet apart. “Can’t have you cheating and getting off, now can we?” He had to shout to make the last three words understood because the two racers roared past. 

Now Caroline was backing up to the start line. 

Caine slid inside me, giving me just one frustrating thrust, then he withdrew. “Kick some ass, Shelby.” He slid from behind the wheel. I snagged the towel off the passenger seat and spread it over the driver’s seat. By the time I’d adjusted the seat so I could reach the pedals, he was in the passenger seat. Caroline flew past in the Challenger. 

“That dude’s already lost.” Caine shook his head. 

I looked past him, studying the car opposite us. Blue neon gleamed from the undercarriage, but the rest of the car, windows included, were black. On the back quarter-panel, over the wide rear tires, the word ‘Widowmaker’ gleamed in reflective vinyl. Music blared from his stereo.

“What’s that?”

Caine snorted. “Monte Carlo Super Sport. Dude’s lost his ever-lovin’ mind, giving that car such a stupid name. He needs his ass kicked for that alone. I built that fuckin’ engine.” My heart fell and I pulled my gaze from the cold blue neon to gape at Caine. “You’ll have to beat your nine-second time to win, girl.”

I shifted my gaze back to the car, open-mouthed. 

“You can do it, Shelby. I made some adjustments to the ‘Cuda this week. Changed the oxygen-to-air ratio. Worked on the clutch. She’ll beat this guy if you don’t freeze up.” 

I didn’t recall seeing him under the hood, except for those few minutes at the fairgrounds. And the Barracuda still hadn’t beaten the Mustang.

He gripped my knee. “I believe in you, Shelby. Kick his ass.” Caine believed in me? Those four words seemed more powerful than any I’d heard in a long time. “C’mon, Shelby! You only live once. Let’s do this!”

I felt for the switch, still staring through the side window. My fingers touched the key. I shoved in the clutch and turned the ignition, jerking my gaze to the dashboard. I put the car in reverse and turned the wheel, backing onto the asphalt. 

Caine opened his door and spotted the start line for me. “Whoa! Right here. Get off the line fast and that’s half the battle.”

I nodded, watching the taillights on the Monte Carlo coming closer as my opponent reversed into place. I took a deep breath.

“Don’t hold that wheel in a death grip. Worst-case scenario, you suck his dick. Do you wanna suck his dick, Shelby?”

“No. I want head.”

“That’s my girl.” He slapped my thigh. “Then go and get some.”

The girl with the scarf—who was she? I never saw her anywhere but out here—skipped to the yellow line. I pressed the gas and caressed the shifter. The damn music from the car beside me went from loud to annoying. Caine switched on the stereo and shoved a CD into the slot. “This is all you, girl.”

The first notes of Bad to the Bone, by George Thorogood and the Destroyers, shook the Barracuda.

“Not Barracuda, by Heart?” 

He shook his head. “You gotta bring the heart.”

“I nodded, then fastened my eyes on the scarf. It was just a race. Illegal. Nothing at stake really, unless you feared you’d never get out of this shitty little town. Unless you craved the approval of your stepbrothers, because no one else even acknowledged you were alive.

The start girl’s hand went up. I revved the engine, letting the clutch out a bit. The song and resulting roar from under my hood drowned out the Monte Carlo’s motor. The scarf began to float toward the ground. I let the clutch out. The rear tires smoked, and the tranny caught. The big car under me gathered herself and leaped off the line. The front wheels left the pavement. I lost sight of the road for a moment.

Watching the Monte Carol was a bad idea. So was setting my sights on the middle ground, I realized, as the rubber reconnected with the asphalt. So I focused on the finish line, even though I couldn’t see it. It was there, right up ahead and all I had to do was work the gears to get there. 

I sensed Caine yelling, but couldn’t hear his words. The road became a dark tunnel, but something was wrong. My headlights barely lit the asphalt. The tiny pool of light wasn’t enough to see by, but the off flash of neon that zipped past told me where the road was.

I hit third, then fourth. The Monte Carlo was right there. I knew by his headlights. I pressed the gas pedal, but it had nowhere to go. Rocketing through the dark, the song faded and all I could hear was my heart. 

A tiny flash of white appeared and I realized the small gleam was the finish line. 

I shifted down and tapped the brakes. I barely had the car slowed by the time the turn-off appeared. The Monte Carlo turned into the side road. 

Caine had his cell phone out and was screaming like a wild man. “Shelby! You did it, girl! Whoo hoo! Colt better watch his back or you’ll be the best racer in our family.”

“Caine?” I pressed the volume button with a shaking hand.

“Yeah?” He rolled his head in my direction.

“Why’d it seem so dark back there?” I made the turn and looked through the windshield again. My low beams lit the ragged weeds and surrounding woods, just like always, but.... 

His laughter rang inside the car. “It’s called outrunning your headlights, girl.” He jerked his thumb. 

Mom had been right, my science was shaky, but.... “I didn’t break the speed of light.” I shook my head. That wasn’t possible, not in a car. 

“Just a phenomenon. You didn’t outrun them, technically, but the higher the speed, the less  their effective range. They’re engineered to light a certain distance at a certain speed. You were going more than double that speed, so....” He shrugged. 

I followed the black car along the narrow side road, meditating on the effect. My body hummed and I was as wet as if Caine had his fingers inside me.

“Pull around his goddamn ass,” Caine ordered when we reached the cul-de-sac. “Motherfucker thinks he won.” His offended tone made me nearly cry with laughter.

I whipped the Barracuda from behind the Monte Carlo and roared past, pulling up beside Caroline’s Challenger. My headlights shined on Colt. He jumped up and down, pumping a raised fist. His eyes were glued to his cell phone, until he spied me. He ran to open my door. I depressed the button to unlatch my seat belt three times, finally lifting my hands. Laughing, Caine depressed the latch. 

“Shelby, baby. You did it! You kicked ass, girl!” Colt dragged me out of the car and into his arms, whirling me in a circle until my head spun. When he slowed, he let me watch the video of the finish. I’d honestly had no idea who won, but the pointed nose of the Barracuda was unmistakably first, by about two layers of chrome. 

A door slammed. The Monte Carlo’s driver, dressed all in black, stomped into the beam of my headlights, shaking his head. 

“Let me see that.” He grabbed Colt’s cell phone. I could hardly believe that Bad to the Bone still blared from my speakers. 

I turned toward Caroline. The man between her thighs was staring at his cell phone, too, despite the fact that his cock was inside her.

Completely carried away by the moment, I elbowed Brandon aside and grasped her face, pulling her toward me. Her eyes went wide when I pressed my lips to hers, but when I slid my tongue into her mouth, she kissed me back.

The cheers were deafening. I pulled away, smiling broadly.

“What’s that for?” Caroline grinned back at me. 

“For teaching me to shift.” I turned away, only to collide with Colt. He lifted me into his arms. I gripped his hips with my knees and raised my fist. The twenty or so guys in the cul-de-sac began to clap and whistle.

“Fuck me, I thought I had her.” The Widowmaker’s driver shoved the phone into Colt’s hand and reached behind his neck. Dragging his shirt over his head, he tossed it on my hood, accompanied by hoots and whistles from the guys standing around. Colt lowered me onto the hood. Even with the shirt under my ass, the hot metal seared my bare thighs. Just like being spanked. The heat traveled to my channel, adding to the throb between my thighs.

The losing driver wasn’t bad looking. Dark curls gleamed in the harsh light. He was just as ripped as Colt or Caine. He shoved my skirt up with a crooked smile that revealed straight teeth. 

“If you were my girl, I’d fucking kill any man who dared touch you.” To my shock, he leaned forward. He swept past my lips in a forceful motion, kissing me deep and hard. 

“Enough of that shit.” Colt’s hand on his shoulder dragged him away. 

“Yeah, yeah. I hear you, but goddamn, Colt, you’re nuts to bring her out here. She needs a National Hot Rod Association ID number and a fucking legit career.” He gripped my hips and bent forward. Looking up at me with blazing hazel eyes, he added, “I’ve never lost out here, you know.”

“You’ve lost now, Collins.” Derision dripped from Colt’s tone, like I’d won by a mile rather than a hair.

“I wanna fuck her,” he insisted. “I’ll get her off the loser’s way, but I wanna fuck her after. First,” he insisted.

Colt locked gazes with him, then turned to me with raised brows and a smile so hot, my stomach lurched.

“I want him.” I gasped, because the guy licked my clit.

“Caine, grab the condoms. Baby’s getting her first fan fuck.”

Colt leaned over me, kissing me hard and deep. I thought he kissed like he wanted me to forget the other man’s kiss. But, whatever his name was, I felt him. He penetrated me immediately with his tongue. I arched, and then Caine’s lips were at my breast. The guy between my thighs swapped his tongue for his finger, thrusting deep while he stroked my throbbing nub with his tongue. 

My victory, the intense sensation of three thrusting tongues, the buzz from the crowd of horny guys, all swirled inside me. Caroline’s cries and the grunts of the guy between her thighs added that peculiar layer of forbidden heat I was learning to crave. I climaxed almost immediately. He kept going, working my sensitive flesh until I pulled away from Colt.

“Make him fuck me,” I demanded, scared by the intensity of the orgasm that hovered. This was so damn wrong, how could it feel so right?

“He’s getting you off twice, Shelby. The ultimate compliment.” The comment came from Caine.

Colt moved his mouth to my breast. The stranger continued to work my clit and added a second finger. I stared up at the stars, writhing in a stranger’s hands, while my stepbrothers sucked my nipples. The same act, but wildly different sensations hammered me.

When the next orgasm hit, the feeling was so strong, it shook me to the core. I sobbed my release. Cool air rushed between my thighs. I heard the rip of the condom packet above Caroline’s breathless moaning, and then a strange cock shoved inside me, burying so deep, I hissed.

Someone climaxed with a series of groans. It had to be the guy fucking Caroline, because Brandon demanded, “Who’s going next?”  

Hard hands slid under my sides. “Let her up,” the Monte Carlo driver insisted. “I’m doing this my damn way.”

Colt pulled away, then Caine raised his head. The stranger slid his hands higher, dragging me against his chest. I wrapped my arms around his neck. He shifted his grip to my buttocks, and moved my hips away, only to drag me against him again, burying his cock inside me. He stretched me, but nothing like Colt did, not even as much as Caine. The fit was... delicious. 

“Showoff.” I smiled.

“You can still talk?” He cocked one dark brow and increased his pace, jerking me up and down like I weighed nothing. All I could do was hang on while he hammered into me. I caught sight of Colt’s scowl over his shoulder, but there wasn’t anything I could do about that, so I relaxed in the stranger’s grasp and let him take me like a wild man.

Every hard thrust forced a cry past my lips and the tight sensation inside me spiraled as he and I locked gazes. He spun me onto the hood again and leaned over me. His thrusts lost their perfection, tapering into ragged jabs that weren’t so deep. He stroked that spot Caine loved to hit, making me go hot and boneless. Something pressed my clit. His finger. The touch was every bit as demanding as Caine’s, making me arch off the hood. He buried his face in my neck and his groan penetrated my skin, but he still moved inside me. He stilled, cock and finger. Gasping for breath, he pushed off me with arms that bulged with muscle. 

“Goddammit, Red, that’s twice you’ve made me lose control.” I stared, puzzled as he pushed up with arms that bulged with muscle. Cocking his head, he slid out of me and went to his knees again. I stiffened when I felt his tongue slide over my clit, but I relaxed into the soft stroke. 

“Chris, this ain’t no fucking tryout. She’s mine, asshole.” Colt shoved his shoulder, but the guy held onto me, flicking insistently. until I cried out my release. 

He stood and yanked his pants up, ignoring Colt. “You get tired of these losers, look me up, Red.”

“Water.” I turned toward Caine, but he scowled, glaring as the losing driver strode to his car. 

Caine turned, but his gaze was on Colt. I couldn’t read the look that passed between them.

“Water,” I repeated, tugging Caine’s shirt. The Monte Carlo cranked and music blared.

Caine waited until the black car began to reverse, then strode to the Corvette and jerked the door open to pop the trunk. Colt leaned over me, brushing my hair out of my face. “So fucking hot.” 

She’s mine, asshole. The words sank into my chest and ignited that crazy glow that I’d never felt until the day he’d knelt beside the Corvette and made me smile. His fingers brushed my wet folds. He began to rub my clit, sending talons of heat into me. I knew there were guys watching. I felt their stares as Colt’s fingers moved. All the knowledge did was add to the glow expanding inside my chest. 

Something cold dripped onto my shoulder, breaking the moment. Caine wrenched the plastic top off a bottle of water and pressed it to my lips. 

“Who else wants to fuck a winner?” Colt demanded. 

This time I didn’t cry to go home. I was the winner and I wanted to celebrate. 

Chapter Seventeen
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April wore to a close, then, before I knew it, May was halfway over and graduation was only two weeks away. The guidance counselor stopped me in the hallway. “Have you heard anything about the scholarship competition?” 

I shook my head and she frowned. “I don’t understand. Caroline got her letter of acceptance and they gave her a scholarship package. Ask your mother if she forgot to show you your letter.”

“Okay.” I’d almost forgotten the trip to South Carolina and my desire to attend the fancy private college. Racing every weekend, sneaking around with Colt, and trying not to flunk out before I could graduate kept me busy.

I searched the halls, looking for her bright hair. I spied her at my locker. I picked up my pace, cursing my short legs as I ducked around people. 

“Slut,” someone said. “I wish your bitch friend’s locker was somewhere else. I don’t like you near me.” 

People stopped in their tracks. I recognized the group of senior girls surrounding her. My heart sank. Not again. These bitches seemed to heat up along with the weather.

“Such a whore,” said another. “Why don’t you fucking kill yourself? Screwing your stepbrother’s a sin.”

Tears streaked Caroline’s pale cheeks. Rage pounded through me. Racing had brought me out of my shell and I was over this bitch.

“Being a cunt? That’s a sin.” I grabbed the shirt of the closest tormenter and yanked with all my might. Her feet slipped on the polished floor. I smiled grimly when she landed on her ass. Wading forward, I slung my book bag into the gut of the one who’d called Caroline a slut. 

I glared into the shocked, perfectly made-up face of the last one, the bitch who thought Caroline, sweet, intelligent, Caroline who loved NASCAR and giggled like a kid, should kill herself. 

“I heard you in the cafeteria the other day, talking about”—lifting my hands, I waggled the first two fingers of both hands—‘your number.’ Two, is it? Two guys have fucked you and you think that makes you all that? You’re a fucking cliché. Buying into the theory that what’s fine for guys makes a girl something less is as stupid as thinking Caroline’s going to hell for a relationship with some guy she’s not even related to, idiot.” I drew back my hand and swung. Her eyes rounded when my palm connected with the side of her face. “Don’t ever fucking speak to her again, you hear me? If you do, I’m gonna kick your ass.”

“Cat fight!” some guy cried. The girl lifted her hand to her reddening cheek. She just stared at me for a second, then her hand flashed out. She grabbed my hair and wrenched my head to the side. Pain seared my scalp. I punched, kicked, and finally, twisted to sink my teeth into her wrist, because that seemed the only way to break her death grip on my hair. When she relented, I shoved both palms against her shoulders. She fell and I sprang on top of her.

I was still driving a fist into her gut when one of the assistant football coaches wrapped me in a bear hug. 

“Roberts, stop!” he ordered. “You’re going to the office, all of you. Mason, Lunsford, Nixon, Hayes, move it. Straight to Principal Barnes’s office.”

“Caroline never touched anyone,” I yelled, kicking harder, infuriated by the way he held me. “Goddammit, Coach Tindall, she’s the victim! Those mean bitches pick on her every damn day.”

He clapped a hand over my mouth and strode through the crowded hallway. 

The principal was a tall man, but his girth outstripped his height. He rose from his desk chair and glared at each of us in turn while the coach recounted what he’d seen.

“This one,”—the coach pointed to me—“started it. She threw Casey to the ground, then she hit Rachel with her book bag. She slapped Marie and then knocked her down, too. Before I could get between them, they were fighting like... like... cats in heat. But to tell the truth, Marie looked to be defending herself.”

Marie had edged Caroline out as valedictorian by two fucking percentage points, but she’d beaten everyone in the ‘I’m a sanctimonious cunt’ race by a country mile. This school had a few of those self-righteous bitches, so the field was crowded.   

“No.” I lifted my head, chest heaving. “I didn’t start this. It probably started back in kindergarten, long before I moved here. But by God, I finished it. These hateful, spiteful girls pick on Caroline all the time. You can post all the anti-bullying posters you want, but I’ve never seen one damn teacher take up for Caroline. Everybody just looks away and lets them get away with their sh—act.”

“Miss Roberts.” The principal raised his voice. “You’re expelled.”

“Oh, yeah? Well, if I’m expelled, they damn better well be expelled, too. I bet five or more people had their cell phones out.” I rounded on the coach. “How about you do something more useful for once, like go find those damn phones? Fifty people can tell you how they torment her, if you’d bother to ask.” 

I glared at both unsmiling male faces and let my outrage carry me away. “If you don’t, I swear to God, I’ll find that footage myself and show the fucking school board. If they graduate?” I gestured to the three silent, gloating girls. “So do me and Caroline. If we don’t, I’ll make such a stink that the Board of Education won’t let them walk, either. Twitter, Facebook, the local paper. Bullying is a lot more than slapping someone that had it coming. Trust me, you don’t want me here another year any more than I wanna be here.” I moved toward the coach. “And how damn dare you call me a cat in heat? Maybe that’s where these three got the idea they could say anything to anyone, huh?”

The principal and coach exchanged a long look. I took Caroline’s hand. “Come on. We’re leaving.” I led her past the big desk. Pausing at the door, I looked over my shoulder. “But we’ll be back tomorrow.”

No one contradicted me. 

My book bag was nowhere to be seen. It wasn’t in the hall, and though I knew looking there was a waste of time, it wasn’t in my locker. I banged my head against the inside of the door. “There goes my laptop.”

“I’ll get Brandon to buy you a new one.” Caroline grabbed my arm and her tears welled again. “Swear to God, I will, Shelby. No one ever took up for me but him and Colt.” 

I didn’t want her to pay me for being her friend. “Maybe someone will turn it in to the office.” I figured, with a sinking heart, that one of the mean girls’ friends had taken it. I pictured trying to explain to Mom why I had to pay for four textbooks before I could graduate. And oh, by the way, I need a new laptop.

The trio of bitches came down the hall. “There they are,” one said. “White trash if I ever saw it, both of ‘em.”

“You want some more?” I slammed my locker door and stepped up to her, shoving my nose against hers, even though I had to go on tiptoe to do it. “You can’t stay on school grounds forever, bitch.”

Caroline tugged me away, leading me down the empty halls toward the exit that led to the student parking lot. 

“You’re off the chain, Shelby.” Caroline giggled minutes later. We sat in my car, trying to decide where to go, since neither of us wanted to go home and we had to leave. “I swear, Marie went so pale, I thought she’d pass out right there. You know another fight would’ve spelled doom, but you were right in her face.” She traced the ‘Cuda logo on the door. “You’ve changed. This car, it changed you.” She jerked her head up and turned to face me. “I don’t mean that in a bad way. But you’re not the quiet kid who moved here.”

She was right. The only time I’d even defended myself had been when a guy I despised grabbed my breast. I didn’t think it was fair that I got suspended for that, but, if not for the late night drag races, I’d probably have stood by, wanting to help but fearing the consequences. Racing, not the car, had changed me. Colt and Caine and their ‘gas or ass’ mentality had changed me. Meeting Caroline had changed me. The car was just window dressing. 

“Caroline, why didn’t you tell me about your scholarship?” 

She dropped her eyes to the console. “I was kinda waiting for you to tell me about yours, first.”

“They didn’t offer me one, I guess. I never felt that good about that test. There were so many questions I just blanked on.” I grabbed her arm. “But you should totally go. I mean, it’s all expenses paid, right?”

She shook her head. “Nah, I’m not going.”

“Somewhere else, then. Where else did you apply? Maybe... maybe we can go to UNC-Charlotte together.”

Her laugh didn’t sound like laughter. Especially not like Caroline’s laughter. “You don’t want to go there and neither do I. I’d get lost, that place is so big. I’m not going at all, Shelby. I’m pregnant. Me and Brandon are getting married the day after I graduate.”

I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to say she could get an abortion, that I’d go with her, that giving herself a chance was just as important as giving some microscopic cluster of cells a chance. But I thought I knew what she’d say. Caroline wanted her baby because no one wanted her, so I bit back the words. No one had ever validated her choices. 

“Let’s go look at baby stuff, then.” I reached for the ignition. “Meet you at the mall.”

***

“Young lady, I’ve waited all afternoon and half of the evening for you to tell me you got into a fight at school.”

I struggled to swallow the bite of barbequed chicken. Giving up, because all the moisture drained from my mouth under Mom’s glare, I spit the mouthful into my napkin. I sat straighter and met her gaze. All the anger I’d felt earlier came roaring back. 

“That’s right. And if any of them open their mouths again, I’ll get in another one. I don’t think those bitches are all that bright, so be prepared for another call from the principal.”

Mom’s eyes rounded. “I don’t know what’s come over you, Shelby. Fighting? It was one thing to defend yourself from being molested. But, this time, you took an actual swing at some girl? Knocked her down and jumped on her?”

“What?” Colt grinned. “Who peed in your cornflakes, Red?”

“This is unacceptable,” Mom cried. “You realize if you get expelled, you can’t graduate?”

Dale sat frozen, his fork halfway to his mouth. Setting the utensil down, he frowned at Mom. “Macy, she sounds pretty committed. Let’s hear her side first.”

“There’s no side. I’m just fed up with a few mouthy people who think it’s okay to tell Caroline she should kill herself because she wasn’t raised with their advantages. So, I repeat, if they start their shit again, I’ll be in another fight. I don’t care if it means I don’t walk with my class. I’ll go to summer school and get my diploma in the mail.” 

“And Caroline? Was she in this fight, too?” Dale asked.

I shook my head, but I knew why Caroline hadn’t jumped into the fray. She’d been protecting her baby. Something I didn’t think was my place to share. “They had her pinned to my locker. I jumped ‘em from behind.”

Colt held out his palm. I reached over the table and slapped it. “Atta girl.”

“No! Not ‘atta girl’, Colt. Shelby’s my child and she wasn’t raised to act this way. I don’t know you and your brother resolve your issues, but I raised Shelby to be a lady. I’m telling you, Dale, that girl’s a bad influence on Shelby. I’m not going to wonder every day if she’s getting Shelby into trouble. So,”—she turned to me—“no more Caroline, missy. As of now, you and she aren’t friends. 

“It’s not up to you! You can drag me here, but you don’t get to pick and choose who I make friends with.” I shoved my chair away from the table and jumped to my feet. The chair tipped into the barstool behind me.

“Sit down!” Mom shrieked. “You do not get to walk away from this, young lady. You’re in some serious trouble.”

“Wait a damn minute.” Dale brought his palm down on the table. The sound ricocheted through the small room, freezing everyone.

“Now that I have y’all’s attention.” He cleared his throat, and when he spoke again, his tone was normal. “Shelby, are you saying some girls at school told Caroline she should kill herself?”

I nodded. “More than once. They say it all the time. Today, I’d had enough.”

“And then, to be sure I understand, you cleaned her clock?”

“Pretty much. I slapped the one who said that and she pulled my hair, so I shoved her to the floor and we just went at it. Coach Tindall dragged me off of her, and then, in the office, he said I was acting like a stray cat in heat.” I huffed. “He’d never say that if he’d caught Colt and Caine fighting. Or any guys. How’s that not setting a bad example?”

Dale scrubbed a hand over his lower jaw. “Macy, you seriously think that it’s okay for people to say things like that? I mean, that kid you’re yelling about? She’s sweet as can be. I doubt she’d say boo to a goose, but that’s pretty damn harsh, sayin’ that to her. I ain’t tellin’ you how to raise your kid. Looks to me like Shelby’s just about grown, anyhow, but I’ll say this. If Caine stood by and let someone say that to Colt, even today, I’d whip his ass till he couldn’t stand up.”

Caine bobbed his head, like he’d expect no different.

My mother glared, at Dale, not me, but Dale picked up his fork. “Pass the biscuits.” He gave Mom a grin. “Please.” When she continued to glare, he cocked a brow at me and sighed. “Shelby, you’re restricted from driving—anywhere—until school’s out. Bring me your car keys after you get the dishes done. Colt and Caine and me will take turns letting you out right at the front door. Macy will pick you up in the same spot. In between, if you’re gonna bitch slap someone, make sure there’s no teachers around. Now, sit down and finish your supper.” 

“That’s not fair!” I jerked my chair upright, wanting, but not quite daring, to storm off to my room.

“Well, now, honey. You find me the person who promised you life was fair, and no matter how redneck your mama thinks I’m bein’, I’ll clean his clock and let you watch.” 

I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing. Colt and Caine joined in. Dale just kept smiling at Mom. She shoved the plate of biscuits into my hand. A minute passed, then she jerked her napkin out of her lap and covered her mouth, but her shaking shoulders gave her away.

The next morning, someone tapped on my bedroom door. “Shelby, you ‘bout ready to roll, hon?” Dale asked.

“Two minutes.” I stifled a groan and eyed the time. I was going to be the first kid at school. Colt was still in the shower, so I darted in the bathroom and grabbed my toothbrush and the tube of paste. 

When I got to the den, Dale settled his ball cap on his head. “I can take her, Dad,” Caine offered, looking up from his bowl of corn flakes. 

“Nope. You can take her tomorrow.” He strode through the den and out the door. I had no idea why, but Caine smirked. I hurried to brush my teeth, rinsed, and dashed outside. 

He didn’t say anything on the short drive, just whistled along with the radio. He didn’t take the shortcut road, either, but I figured he knew it was there, so I didn’t say anything. But when he turned into the parking lot on the far side of the school, I said, “Dale, this is the—

“Teacher’s lot. I know.” 

He backed into a spot near the road and tapped his thumbs on the steering wheel. 

“Uh, I can walk, I guess.”

“Stay put.”

Puzzled because I knew he’d be late to work if he didn’t let me out and go, I leaned against the headrest and watched teachers pull in, mindlessly judging their rides. An older truck turned down the aisle. Dale shifted into first and followed the vehicle. 

The truck pulled through two spaces. Dale took the space behind and lowered his window.

“Gene.”

I recognized Coach Tindall. He peered through the windshield and approached on Dale’s side. “’Sup Dale? Long time, no see.”

Dale flipped his visor down and tugged a business card from underneath the flap. “You wanna see me, Gene? Here’s the address where I work. I still live over on Arlee Circle, too, if that’s too far to drive. But the next time you call my daughter a cat in heat, you better believe, I’ll be seeing you. And I don’t give a damn that she weighs ninety pounds, and that’s if you weigh her with pocketbook over her shoulder. She needs to go to the office, you let her get there under her own power, unless she needs a stretcher. We straight now?”

The coach seemed to see me for the first time. “Didn’t realize Shelby Roberts was your kid, Dale.”

“She is, seein’ as how me and her mama got married a few months back. See, here’s the problem, Gene. Things have changed a bit since me and you went to school here. If you wouldn’t say it to my boys, you sure as hell better not say it to my daughter. Got that?”

The coach lifted his arm. Thin, red scratches peeked from underneath dark hair. “She damn near clawed me bloody, Dale. And she sure as shootin’ started that fight. She’s lucky she didn’t get expelled.”

“Touch her again, Gene. Call her anything I find offensive and it’ll be me and you. Count on that.”

“Right. Whatever, Dale.” The coach started to move away. Dale slammed the door open, clipping the coach in the side. 

“And not standin’ up for Caroline? That’s just pathetic, asshole. What’s the matter? You still ain’t over the fact Robyn wouldn’t spit on you, back in the day?”

“You mean, back in the day, before she turned out to be the biggest whore in Cabarrus County?” 

Dale pulled the door in and slammed it open again. The coach let out an ‘oof!’ when the door connected a second time, but he stuck his head through the window. Veins stood out on his forehead. “Let me get this straight, Dale? You came on school property just to threaten me? To attack me over something I never heard that was supposedly said to Robyn Mason’s kid? This is assault, dumbass.”

“Shelby, did you see an assault?” Dale drummed the steering wheel with one stained thumb.

I shook my head. Scanning the lot, I doubted anyone else saw the door strike the coach, either.

“And what I said was a promise, not a threat. Now, you want to see an assault? Get in that truck and follow me. I’ll fucking show you an assault. But first, you need to man up and apologize to my daughter.” 

The man shook his head, but he met my eyes. “Shelby, I said that in the heat of the moment. I apologize if I offended you. And, I’m sorry I hurt your pride by haulin’ you to the office.”

He backed away, but glared at Dale. “You better get your facts, straight, Dale. Caroline? She’s just like her mama. Whatever those girls said, she probably deserved.”

“I swear to God, I wanna slash his tires.” I scowled, unable to even enjoy how fast the man scuttled away. Had Dale come to defend me or his ex-girlfriend’s child? 

“Shelby, these days, Robyn’s a burden no kid should have to bear, but she wasn’t always that way. It took a bunch of bitches to make that happen. Sanctimonious little cunts who thought that because I got her pregnant, me and her should be stuck together at the hip. You know, just to punish us for fornicatin’, I reckon. Robyn used to be beautiful, but they never let her see herself as worth nothin’. It wasn’t hard for them to tear her down, since they ran in a pack and Robyn was a loner until me and her hooked up. But, buildin’ her up got to be too damn much for me. I was just a kid myself.” 

He put the truck in gear. “I was honest-to-God happy for her when she hooked up with Jesse Hancock, even though, when I had to drop out of NASCAR to raise Colt, he took my damn spot. But when his racing buddy died in an accident on the track, Jesse vowed he’d look after his friend’s widow. And to make a real long story short, they fell in love. Robyn saw it comin’ a mile away, I reckon, and she started drinkin’. Never stopped. But none of that’s got any bearing on what you did. I wanna say I’m real proud of you. I had to take the car, though. I’m too goddamn old to sleep on the couch.”

Chapter Eighteen
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I jerked my tassel off and tossed my mortarboard into the air. Jumping to my feet, I found Caroline and threw my arms around her. “You should’ve been valedictorian. It just about killed me to listen to that evil witch talk about friendship and all the good things she learned here.”

“Nah, it’s okay. I hate talkin’ in front of a crowd. That’s how I lost those two points, on an English assignment where we had to read our paper to the class, freshman year.” She returned my hug. “But, girlfriend, you get your car keys back tonight.”

“Just in time to drive to your wedding tomorrow.”

She looked away. “Yeah. We’re gonna wait till the baby’s born, I guess. Brandon wants a DNA test first.”

I gritted my teeth and forced a smile, determined not to spoil this day for her. The night before, I’d heard Brandon and Colt yelling at each other outside. “Hey, I wanna meet your mom.”

Caroline dropped her gaze to her feet. “She didn’t come. She started talkin’ about how Dale would probably be here and she drank too much.”

I wanted to punch whoever had decreed that Caroline’s life could never be fair. I wanted Dale to punch that person, too, in case I didn’t get the job done.

Colt and Caine appeared through the crowd. “Hey, you.” Caroline elbowed Colt in the ribs. “Thanks for puttin’ a word in for me over at the cigarette plant. I start work Monday, on the line.”

“Sure.” He threw an arm around her shoulder. “You working swing shifts?”

“Yeah, but I’m trainin’ on first.”

“Let me know if you wanna ride together,” Colt offered. 

She couldn’t take her eyes off Caine, but Caine turned to me. “Congrats, little sister. We could see you from way back there.” He pointed to the stadium end zone farthest from the platform. “Especially after you took off that stupid hat.”

I shoved my cell phone into his hand. “Take our picture and try not to talk anymore.” 

Chapter Nineteen
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A tap on my bedroom door disturbed my reading. “Shelby, can you run some errands for me?”

“Sure, Mom.” I shut the case on my Kindle. Anything was better than hanging out at the house on my days off. The summer so far had been one boring day after another. NASCAR was on their West Coast swing. The team flew Dale out, but Mom decided to stay home so she and I could “spend some quality time together.”

Whenever he was gone for only a few days, she went to bed at her regular time, when the news came on at eleven. I’d sneak out after she went to sleep and Colt or Caine would pick me up at the end of the road. But Dale had been gone for two weeks. She’d taken to watching late-night television and waiting for him to call. The three-hour time difference meant she stayed up well past midnight. I was sure tonight would be no different. Yesterday, Colt said he thought I should just tell her I was going and walk out the door.

I thought she and I had argued enough. Then, Caroline texted me to say the races were off tonight because Colt and Brandon got in a fistfight. Everyone seemed in a foul mood. 

She pushed the door open and stepped inside. I knew what the envelope in her hand was, even before I read the address. 

“I’m so proud of you, Shelby, for going to college. And it’s a thrill for me and Dale to give you a chance we never had.”

I eyed the address. Undergraduate Admissions at UNC-Charlotte. I supposed the check for my first semester’s tuition was inside.  

Half of me wanted to stay here and be with Colt. But I’d been watching the drama unfold between Brandon and Caroline. Now that she was pregnant, they fought all the time. I had to grit my teeth every time she brought up his name and I was sure that was the problem between Colt and Brandon. She didn’t want to race anymore, which made perfect sense to me. Brandon was being a jerk. Watching their relationship fall apart had made me question how I felt about Colt. 

I realized Mom was waiting for a response. “Thanks. I guess you want me to drop it off at the post office?”

“Yes.” She looked around the room, probably to hide her disappointment at my unenthusiastic response. “It’s time we got rid of this hideous décor. Dale said you could do anything you like, Shelby. Why not go looking at paint and wallpaper while you’re out?” She handed me a debit card. A piece of paper was folded around it. “That’s my grocery list. If you decide to get paint or whatever, just charge it on that. I wrote down the PIN number.”

The timing on this remodeling idea felt too much like a bribe. I put the items in my purse and dug for my keys to the Barracuda. “Damn, I loaned the keys to Colt last night.” 

“You’re welcome to take my car. Keys are on the board in the kitchen. I’m going to jump in the shower.”

I had no interest in driving her Volkswagen. “I guess I’ll look and see if Colt left my keys in his room.” I wrinkled my nose. 

She rolled her eyes and shuddered. “If you’re not gone when I get out of the shower, I’ll call a Hazmat team to go in and rescue you.” Mom refused to darken his door, which suited Colt just fine. The few times I’d poked my head through the door, the place resembled the Lower Ninth Ward in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina—if you could see the piles of dirty clothes as water and debris.

“What a slob.” I tiptoed over the mess to reach the desk. Scanning the clutter, I spied an envelope. The creamy stock had the look of... well, of nothing Colt might get in the mail. Unless a woman had sent it? Curiosity drove me to check out the return address. 

I stared in disbelief at the elegant, raised letters in the top left-hand corner. The letter was from Converse College. With shaking hands, I withdrew the contents. On top was a letter. I shuffled through the other pages, scanning the checklist of things I needed to do, like sending a final copy of my transcript. There was a copy of an application we’d already filled out for a Pell grant. I returned to the letter. 

Dear Shelby,

It’s my pleasure to say that, although your test scores won’t allow me to award you one of our coveted Braswell scholarships, our scholarship committee has asked me to offer you a partial scholarship. In combination with the Pell grant that you’d qualify for, one of our on-campus jobs would pay the rest of your tuition and housing. While you’d still be responsible for your books and incidental expenses, I hope to see you this fall, as a member of the class of 2019.

Sincerely,

I rubbed my thumb over the inked signature of the college president, Irena Jamison. 

The letter was dated mid-April. Almost four months ago. 

Colt was trying to stop me from going away to college? He never said a word when Mom and I fought over me going to school in Charlotte. 

Because he knew Dale was backing Mom’s play. All he had to do was keep this letter out of my hands and let them do the dirty work. 

I couldn’t decide if I was pissed because he’d betrayed me, or if I should view this as the act of a man desperate to keep me. It was like him to make such a backhanded gesture. I just couldn’t decide how I felt about him taking the decision out of my hands.

I stuffed the letter into the envelope and snagged the Barracuda keys off his desk. I shoved the envelope in my purse alongside the letter to UNCC, making sure I had my phone.

I took the stairs to the basement, because the ‘Cuda was parked under the carport. 

I passed the post office and went to the grocery store. I wasn’t in the mood to look at wallpaper. And I sure as hell wasn’t ready to mail that check, even though it was too late to take Converse up on their offer of a scholarship.

The list was fairly standard, but I searched the meat counter, unable to find anything labeled a standing rib roast. I spied a buzzer and pressed it. 

A man came through the swinging doors in back of the counter. “Can I help you?”

He looked familiar, but there wasn’t anything special about him. Not hot, for sure. Maybe late twenties, possibly early thirties. I rarely came here, so I couldn’t figure out where I’d seen him. “Uh, my mom sent me to get a standing rib roast.”

To my surprise, he untied his stained apron. “C’mon, I’ll show you where those are.” He tossed the apron onto a table that held a slicer or some kind of grinder, then he pushed through a gate I hadn’t realized was a gate. I followed, cursing my buggy under my breath because, of course, I’d gotten one with a wheel that wanted to go sideways. 

He led me to another swinging door and pushed it open. I glanced around. “W-where are you going?”

He gestured. “The roasts are back here in a cooler. I can bring a couple up, but it’s easier if you pick it out yourself.” 

I hesitated. The room beyond barely had any lights on. 

“Just leave your buggy. It’ll be fine.”

Leave it to Mom to need something weird. With a sigh, I grabbed my handbag and stepped through the door. The narrow space had a concrete floor and overhead, a long line of single fluorescent fixtures sporting two tubes. The majority of the lights flickered and the buzzing noise they made set my teeth on edge. We walked past empty bread racks and milk cartons. He paused at a door marked “Personnel Only’ and pulled a ring of keys out of his pocket. “These cuts are expensive.”

Whatever, dude, get on with it. When he unlocked the door, he turned on a light and stepped to the side. I scurried past.

And skidded to a halt. A desk occupied the majority of the room. A four-drawer filing cabinet sat in one corner. I didn’t see anything that looked like a freezer, which was what I had pictured. 

I turned. “What the hell?”

He stood between me and the door. Once he pulled the door closed, the space felt uncomfortably small. My heart began to pound. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

I shook my head.

“Oh, see, you and I raced in that little bullshit scam your brother’s got going. And, I lost. Not a big deal, since I was driving my wife’s fucking car and you were driving one I can only dream about. But I paid extra to fuck you, so after I went down on you, I went to the back of the line, just like he said. You bailed. No one ever gave me my money back, so someone owes me. And here you are.”

I backed up, but my thighs connected with the desk. I tried to recall what had been on the damn desk, in case I needed a weapon, but drew a blank. My searching fingers found nothing. I was afraid if I turned my head, he’d grab me. I was terrified he’d grab me anyway, but if he did, I wanted to see it coming. Kick him in the balls and run.

I shook my head. “No. You’re lying. It’s just a race. That’s all. The rest is... spontaneous. Just kids having fun.” My stomach rolled into a tight ball. 

He moved closer. “You don’t know, do ya? Racing’s just the window dressing. The brother with the dark hair? He recruits the real racers. The blond dude? He’s selling your ass and that other girl’s. I hear you’re both his sisters. How twisted is your family, anyway?”

I clutched my purse to my chest and swallowed the acidic saliva that filled my mouth. “You lay a finger on me and I’ll scream. I’ll keep screaming until someone calls a cop. You wanna explain that to your wife?”

He held his hands up. “Yeah. I figured. Heard he’s got the sheriff in on his little scam. Tell Colt I’m all out of patience. He needs to drop off my refund.” He jerked the door open. “Guess your mom will have to do without her roast.”

I rushed past, bouncing off a stack of cartons I didn’t see for the tears blinding me. The damn buggy was sitting there with everything on Mom’s list, except a roast. I wanted to scream. I wanted to find a hole and hide. I wanted to run Colt down with the ‘Cuda. 

I pushed the buggy to the checkout. 

This had to be a joke. The guy was just a sore loser. 

The sour taste in my mouth said otherwise. 

How many guys had I screwed in the last few months? Too many. Why had I never bothered to look at their faces?

Because Colt kept me from looking at them. The only exception was that Chris Collins dude. I’d thought he... liked me, but he hadn’t come back for a rematch. Was he just another john or a competing pimp come to check out the competition? 

“That’ll be eighty-four sixty.”

“Huh?”

The clerk rolled her eyes. “Shelby, right? Eighty-four sixty.” 

I dug out the debit card. It took two tries to hit the slot. Three to get the PIN entered correctly.

I pushed the buggy to the car and loaded the bags into the back. Shoving the cart into the little carrel, I stared at the ‘Cuda. Was this about the car? No, he’d tried to get me to have sex after a race before Dale fixed up the Barracuda. 

I made it to the driver’s seat. Maybe it was a joke. Or a misunderstanding. 

He answered on the first ring. 

“Hey. I don’t think you’ve ever called me. What’s up? Just passed you at the grocery store. Did you finally flood the engine?”

“There’s a guy here. Says you owe him a refund. Because I didn’t fuck him.” 

“Shit.”

My heart lurched. “Colt, say it’s not true.”

“Don’t be an idiot, Shelby. Of course it’s true.”

I eyed the store windows. Pork loin was on sale for three-ninety-nine a pound. “What do they pay?”

“The full monte is five hundred bucks. That’s racing and losing, so they gotta do oral. Some guys like giving head, but their girls won’t let them. Can you believe it? A few do try to win. They want the blowjob. And then they come back around later to fuck. The ones who don’t race are the dudes who don’t eat cat, see? They pay two-fifty. For you. The going price for Caroline had dropped a bit by the time you showed up. Guys don’t wanna fuck the same whore any more than they wanna fuck their wives or girlfriends night after night.”

His casual tone was tearing me up. “Colt, she’s your sister.”

“Half-sister. And I don’t do her shit. The whole thing was Brandon’s idea. Once Dad married Macy and you turned out to be half-hot, I figured, why not?”

“Why not get your sister to turn tricks?” I screeched. 

“You ain’t my sister. Look, Shelby, I told you from jump street, gas or ass. That’s how it is. Brandon uses his money on Caroline. He buys her shit like that damn car, and tells her the stuff’s from her dad. Makes her feel good. And, it wasn’t like I had to beg to get you to put out, now did I? Told you you were pretty once or twice. I didn’t have to lie about that. And I told you how it’d be if we hooked up. The only thing you didn’t know about was the money. That money bought gas. You used plenty of gas at the fairgrounds. I saw to it you had a full tank every Friday and I topped off your tank on Saturday, if you raced on Friday. If you’d asked, I’d have bought you gas to get to school and back. But, oh, that’s right. In addition to the fucking car, Dad went and gave you a credit card for gas, so I guess that’s somehow a damn strike against me, huh?”

“Why do I feel like I just found a condom under my pillow and you’re telling me I ordered a balloon bouquet?”

“Caine tried to stop me at first, but before you decide he’s a fucking saint, hear me out. Macy and Dad came by the house on Sunday after one of their little weekend getaways. Told us they were getting married. Macy shows us this picture of you, right? Then Dad explains to Caine that he’s gotta move out of the room he’s lived in for most of his goddamn life. So Caine’s fucking pissed. He leaves those speakers and he puts a camera in one. Takes pictures in the dark. But, every time you put your fingers in your pussy, it was my name on your lips, wasn’t it? Pissed him off, but he still had a thing for you. So that night you cried, he was ready to fight me if I made you stay. Then, Dad gave you his car. After that, he didn’t give a shit what I did to you.”

I dragged my tongue over my lips, but the motion had no effect. They were still dry. “So, you hid the letter from Converse to keep me here? So you could keep your little scam going?”

“Nah. I did that so Dad didn’t go fucking stupid and give up half his pay to keep you in some fancy private school. Macy’s against it and she’s talked him into backing her plan, but that bastard always wanted a girl. He used to threaten to take Caroline away from Robyn. But that would just put her fat, drunk ass on our doorstep, so thank God, we got him talked out of that. He blindsided us with you, but I’ll be goddamned if you’re gonna bat your eyelashes and have him cough up big bucks so you can go to Spartanburg and fuck rich guys. Then you’d either marry one, or graduate. Either way, you’d decide you’re too good to spit in his direction.”

I hung up. My first thought was to go talk to Caroline. But I strangled that idea before it took hold. Either she’d be hurt because she thought I was lying, or she’d be hurt because she’d sense I wasn’t. She’d been hurt enough. If she found out, it wouldn’t come from me. She’d already quit the drag racing anyway. What was done couldn’t be undone. 

The worst part, as far as she was concerned, was hearing that her father hadn’t given her that car. I ached for her, whenever she found out. How many crushing disappointments could one person bear before they... “Turn into a drunk or worse?” The windshield had no response. 

I couldn’t do that to her. I couldn’t fight all of her battles, not this one, for sure. I couldn’t even fight this one for myself.

I wanted to come out swinging. I wanted Colt to bleed. I wanted to crush him, to dance on the broken pieces of his body. Had I been stupid? Absolutely. I’d known everything happened too damn fast. But I’d felt flattered by his attention, so I convinced myself every word he said was true. Wasn’t that how every woman in the world got her heart broken? We were programmed practically from birth to believe in the fairy tale, when all we had to do was look around to see there were way more frogs than princes.

I’d known all along that he’d break my heart. I’d even picked him to be the first. I’d just underestimated how damn good he’d be at the job. Even though I fought my feelings for him and tried to walk away, he’d managed to grind me into dust. I had no idea how to fight back. 

The last place I wanted to go was home. Not home—Dale’s house. I thought about telling Dale, or even Mom, but what would that accomplish? I’d have to be straight about my part in the mess, and once I did that, the outcome was a tossup. 

Even if Dale beat him bloody, that wasn’t me hurting Colt. And the only thing I was certain of was that it had to come from me when he felt the burn. 

I did the only thing left. I cranked the car. I put the top down. I broke every speed limit on the way back. After all, according to Caine, I’d never get a speeding ticket in this town, after I screwed the sheriff so he’d let them hold their illegal races. I shot past the turn that led to the house and roared past the school. I only turned back at the county line because—why else? I was almost out of gas. 

The Corvette was gone when I pulled down the driveway, to my relief, and so was the Mustang. I swung into the carport and gathered up the bags. Cursing the person who invented the plastic ones because they hurt my wrists, I staggered up the basement steps.

Mom met me at the top. There was something about her eyes that made the hair stand up on the back of my neck, but she took half the bags without comment. I trailed her to the kitchen. “They were out of standing rib roast. Might want to try a different store.”

She didn’t respond and began to put the groceries away. For once, I hung out in the kitchen, because there was a spy camera in my room. When she went to her room for the night, I’d hunt the damn thing and flush it down the toilet. 

She opened the cabinet over the refrigerator. I blinked when she pulled down a bottle of bourbon. She splashed a tea glass half full and took a sip. Setting the glass down, she turned to face me. “Now, let’s talk about the inappropriate things you’ve been saying to Colt.”

“Excuse me?”

She picked her iPhone off the counter and poked a few buttons. “If this wasn’t your voice, Shelby, I’d have slapped that boy’s face and called him a liar. But it is your voice.”

To my horror, my voice came from the speaker. 

“I want my big brother to—”

Colt, you lowlife bastard. “Turn it off.”

She pressed another button and the sound died, mid-word, but it was a dirty word. My cheeks ignited. She lifted the glass and took another sip. She didn’t even shudder, and I wondered how long she’d been drinking straight liquor. 

“Explain. Tell me why I cannot hold my head up in my own house, Shelby. Please make me understand why I can’t look either of my stepsons in the eye, ever again. I mean, was moving in the middle of the year so damn hard on you that you had to go and ruin my life? Humiliate me?”

Maybe it was time to tell the truth. “Listen, don’t think for a minute that Colt’s the innocent here. I said those things, but what’s not on his little audio clip is him, saying them first and forcing me to repeat them.”

“Forcing you? How did he do that?” 

I eyed the bottle of bourbon, wondering how much she’d had and if she’d mind if I took a drink. “He wouldn’t let me climax unless I said them.”   

She clapped a hand over her heart. “So, you admit you had sex with Colt?”

“And Caine.”

“Shelby how could you? They’re your brothers!”

“When Queen Elizabeth dies, that horsy woman, Camilla, will be the Queen of England. Except, not one soul believes that she should be the queen. The people of England want Diana, even though she’s dead. So, the Queen decided that if ever Prince Charles takes the throne, Camilla won’t get the title. She’ll be Princess something or other.” She and I used to talk about Princess Diana all the time. Another woman who found out that the fairy tale was bullshit. 

Like Mom, only Mom needed to believe so badly that she’d put my needs second, and now, that’d turned to shit, so everything had to be my fault, because she had to believe in her prince and princelings. 

She took a big drink. “What does any of that have to do with your reprehensible behavior?”

“It means, you might see us as brothers and sister, but we don’t see it that way. You want me to be Princess Diana, but in reality, I’m Camilla. The princess no one wants, at least, that’s how Colt sees it. We were just young adults, thrown together without any damn regard for how we felt about it, and he said Caine felt the same way. I was attracted to Colt. I thought he was attracted to me. We acted on it. No one got betrayed but me.”

“He betrayed you by giving me this sound clip?”

“That’s one way.”

“Shelby, I can’t handle any more nasty surprises. Whatever else there is to know, tell me now.”

My need to hurt Colt surged inside me. How dare that bastard send her that audio clip? How long ago had he started to prepare for the day I found out he turned me into a whore for gas money? 

“Colt had me fuck some other guys. He took money from them that I knew nothing about until today. Let me guess. He sent that clip to you about an hour ago? That would’ve been just after I told him that someone I failed to screw wanted a refund.” 

She drained the glass. “Get your keys. I shouldn’t drive.”

“Where do you think we’re going?”

“To the sheriff’s department. If what you say is true, then Colt should be in jail, so I want you to tell this story to the sheriff. If you’re lying, then... well, young lady these are some serious accusations. You’d better not be lying.”

It didn’t take a genius to see that Sherriff Mack Brown had no choice but to tell my mother I was delusional. 

If it takes me until my dying day, I’m going to burn his ass. “I lied. Colt’s the innocent. I said those things trying to get him to screw me. But he refused, since he’s such an honorable guy and all. I made life hell for him with my inappropriate behavior. Then, when he couldn’t take it any more, he told you and I couldn’t handle that, so I lied.”

She came from behind the bar. I saw the blow coming, but didn’t flinch when she struck me across the cheek. “May I be excused?” Without waiting for her answer, I grabbed my purse and ran to my room. 

Grabbing my desk chair, I dragged it around the bed. The first speaker I ripped the cover off held only one of those conical things, but then, I spied the blinking red light. I smiled, a wide, fake smile, and jerked the small device free. Using a shoe heel, I smashed it to bits and raked them into the trashcan. 


Chapter Twenty
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“Dale, don’t.” No giggle accompanied Mom’s words. The bed frame didn’t start to squeak. My stepfather said something but I couldn’t hear the words. His tone said it all. He wasn’t happy to be denied his happy ending. 

Well, fuck me, who is? “Life ain’t fair, remember?” I whispered.

An hour went by, then two. I threw the covers back and picked up my book bag. That kid who had a crush on Caroline had found it, and returned it to me the day Dale threatened Coach Tindall. Maybe he’d turn out to be her prince. 

Maybe pigs really can fly.

My laptop was inside, and as many changes of clothing as I could roll and stuff in there. Toiletries spilled from my purse when I dug around for the key to the Barracuda.  

I had on three layers of clothing, but I grabbed a hoodie. The early morning air sent a chill down the back of my neck when I slid the glass door open in the basement. 

The car gleamed under a fresh coat of wax. I had to do something to avoid my mother these last few miserable days.

I dragged my fingers across the hood. “Bye.” Why had I never named her? “I’ll miss you.” Of all the things I had to leave behind, walking away from the car hurt the worst, but I couldn’t understand why that was so. The Barracuda had only made a bad situation worse. Anyway, it wasn’t mine. I laid the key ring on the seat and set my cell phone beside it, on top of Dale’s credit card. The ‘Cuda emblem reminded me of Caroline. The car reminded me of winning, when I’d never won much, I supposed. 

You call that winning? 

I paused at the back of the Corvette. There was sugar in the kitchen. I could pour some in his tank, but why bother?  

The driveway had never seemed steeper. The hike to the paved road seemed to take forever, but once I reached the asphalt, the going got easier. I walked all the way to the end of the road. The station at the corner was dark, but the sun was coming up. I needed a ride. Jogging to the far side of the highway, I picked up my pace, but turned to stick out my thumb every time I heard a car approaching.

I’d walked perhaps a mile when a baby blue Jeep Wrangler slowed. The driver wrestled to pull the zipper down on the plastic windows that came standard on a ragtop. “You need a ride somewhere?” he yelled through the small opening he managed to make.

“I’m headed south. Down I-85.”

“Yeah? Me, too. Hop in.” I couldn’t see his eyes. Though the sun was barely up, he wore shades. 

The guy looked about twenty-five, give or take. His hair was red, but not as dark as mine. His beard was another whole shade lighter, almost orange. Freckles covered what I could see of his nose and cheeks. He didn’t look like an axe murderer, but then again, did Colt look like a pimp?

I gripped the handle and opened the door. “How far down 85 you headed?”

“Atlanta.”

“Works for me.” I swung my bag inside and climbed into the seat. Though he leaned back, I caught a glimpse of the rockers sewn to the back of his leather vest. At least, that’s what they called the patches that named his motorcycle club on Sons of Anarchy. 

He let out the clutch and swerved onto the pavement. “You got a name?”

“Shelby.”

“I’m Steve.”

“Hi.” I smiled. He smiled and I turned away to hook my seatbelt. Go faster. Traffic picked up by the time we passed the road that led to the cigarette plant. He cursed a couple of drivers near UNCC. 

I hoped he’d turn on the radio, but he asked, “So, you into bikes?”

I shook my head. “I’m more of a car person.”

A few miles later, he tried again. “You into sports at all? Football? Baseball?”

“Racing.” Once I’d laughed when people called racing a sport. But I supposed I wasn’t that person anymore. 

“NASCAR?”

I shook my head. “More like drag racing. Quarter mile stuff. Straight track.”

“Yeah? Some of the kids I used to hang with were into that. I never had nothin’ worth running. Plus, when the cops started confiscatin’ cars, it kinda sucked all the fun out of racin’.”

“You got that right.”

We finally reached the interstate. He merged into the morning rush hour traffic. 

“So, where you headed?”

“I’ll let you know. Not going as far as Atlanta.”

He nodded, but he kept eyeing me, especially when he thought I wasn’t looking. 

I closed my eyes. “Just say it.” 

“So, you look like the kind of girl who knows the score. Gas or ass?”

I didn’t open my eyes. “Look, Steve. I’m all out of cash. I get that cars don’t run for free. But, I’m done paying up front. You get me close to my destination, I’ll make this worth your while. Not before, okay?” 

He nodded. The sidelong looks ceased. So did the pretense at conversation. 

We made it through Charlotte. The exit for Kings Mountain went by, then we crossed the state line. I began to breathe easier, for no particular reason. My mother would sleep until noon. The guys wouldn’t look in on me. Since I’d been lucky enough to get picked up right away, I’d be at my destination before anyone knew I was gone. 

When I spied the sign for my exit, I sat up straight. “Get off here. This road leads to a traffic circle. There’s gas stations and stuff around. We can find a spot to park. Then, you can get right back on the interstate.”

I supposed I could jump out and run, but this seemed a fitting end to a terrible chapter of my life. The last time any man would ever get away with forcing his knuckle dragging, backwoods mentality on me. “Gas or ass” had nothing to do with transportation and everything to do with exploitation. 

He eased onto the exit ramp without comment. At the circle, I guided him in the opposite direction from my destination. He parked in front of a closed storefront that’d once sold day-old bread, judging by the broken plastic sign. 

“Got a condom?”

He scratched his chin. “Nope. Wasn’t looking to get lucky.”

I opened my purse and removed a bottle of lotion and a small pack of tissues. “Hand job it is, then.”

He leaned back and lifted off the seat to unzip his pants. I squirted the lotion into my palm, and swore yet again, that one day, I’d find a way to pay Colt back. 

His cock wasn’t hard, but I got him up. I had no idea what he got out of this, since he didn’t seem to be into me, but I stroked and he thrust and eventually, he moaned and I slapped the tissue over the head of his cock. 

“Good luck, Shelby.”

“Bye, Steve.” I wasn’t thanking him for the damn ride, since I’d paid. I cast the tissue into the floorboard and stuffed my belongings into my purse. Grabbing the book bag, I hopped out. 

I hadn’t walked far past the circle when another car pulled over. “Need a ride?”

“Constance College?”

The elderly lady smiled. “Sure, hop in.”

“Thanks.”

She was chatty and she drove her late model Durango like a bat out of hell. I fastened my seat belt, but gripped the dash. “So, is this your first year, dear?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I hope. 

“Oh, you’ll love it. I’m class of eighty-two.”

“I’ve spent a couple nights on campus. It’s very—”

“Small? Quaint? Charming? Special?”

“All of that. It’s really the only place I wanted to come.”

Speed limit signs flashed by, but she seemed to take them as suggestions—or a challenge. She did stuff that made me sweat, like weaving in and out of traffic for no good reason I could see, except the cars were there to dodge.

She cut through a maze of side streets, but the black wrought iron fence that surrounded the campus finally came into view. I recognized the dorm Caroline and I had stayed in as she zipped past. One more turn and we cruised through the front gates. She pulled up in front of the elegant  main building. 

“Good luck. I’ so sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

“Shelby Roberts.”

“Good luck, Shelby Roberts. It’s so nice to meet you, dear. Welcome to Spartanburg.”

The building hummed with activity. I found a girl seated at a desk sporting a tabletop phone. “I need to talk to President Jamison, please. I don’t have an appointment.”

“I’ll let her know. You can take a seat over there.” She indicated a small arrangement of two chairs and a table with a lamp. I sank onto a soft cushion and studied everyone I saw. 

An hour passed, then two. Parents and their daughters moved through the reception area. I shifted onto the opposite hip after hour number three and found the letter. 

I got up to leave at five o’clock. A different girl sat behind the desk. She frowned. “I’m so sorry. Were you waiting to see President Jamison?”

I looked toward the huge front door. Where would I go? I turned back. “Yes.”

“Let me call her. Today has been crazy.”

I shifted from foot to foot, wishing I could take off a few layers of clothing. 

She put the phone down. “Go on back. Last door on the right.”

I’d seen the elegant woman before. She’d welcomed the scholarship contestants. “Shelby? Come in, dear.”

I perched on a wing chair in front of her elegant, gleaming— messy—desk. She studied me. I extended her letter. She took the crumpled page. Scanning it quickly, she looked up. “I had them pull your file. It’s incomplete.”

“I know. I just found your letter three days ago. If you have time, I’d like to explain.”

She smiled, but the barely perceptible shake of her head made my heart fall. This had been a stupid, impulsive idea. I had no backup plan. Going home was out of the question. 

“When I came down for the scholarship competition, a friend came along. I loved this place. She wasn’t convinced. But everyone I met here said, in so many words, that you, this place, empowered women. As of three days ago, I find myself quite powerless. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“Your friend’s name?”

“Caroline Mason.”

“Shelby, I need to work another forty-five minutes, maybe an hour. After that, I’ll hear you out. Do you mind waiting?”

I got to my feet. “No ma’am.”

Another hour passed before I was called again. The desk was much neater now. One stack of files remained. “Okay, I’m all yours.” 

I started with my mother coming home with a husband I’d never seen. I almost stopped the tale at her slap to my face, but I forced myself to tell her about the ride I’d hitched, and how I’d paid because I needed her to know how badly I needed to be here.

“Why do you think your mother didn’t believe you?”  

I swallowed, longing for a drink of water. “I think she needs to believe that she did the right thing. So, if she believed me, she’d have to question her choices. I just don’t think she can handle that.”

She nodded. “I hate to say this, but I need to ask you to wait one more time. I have no idea how long I’ll be.”

I tried to smile. “This is nicer than the homeless shelter, I’m sure.”

“I’ve arranged for you to eat. Any of the student guides can direct you to the dining hall.”

I was too keyed up to eat, but I drank two glasses of tea before doubling back to my same seat. 

Another hour crawled by. Thirty minutes into the next hour, the college president appeared. She held a manila folder. “Walk with me, dear.”

I got to my feet and slung my bags over my shoulder. “Where’s your luggage?” She scanned the little sitting area.

“This is everything.”

She guided me through the dining hall again, but we went out the back door and descended the steps to the huge green square of grass that dominated the back campus. The place looked beautiful at twilight. Lights were on in the dorms. Students walked in groups of two and three.  Her steps were brisk. I hurried to keep pace. 

“Shelby, I’ve spent a bit of time on the phone. Fortunately, this place has a few generous benefactors. You will complete this application and get me your transcripts and SAT scores, of course, or one semester will be your entire stay.”

She was taking a chance on me? I wanted to hug her, but wasn’t sure she’d like that. By now, I was sure I smelled like a tramp. 

“But, I have one additional requirement, and this one will remain between you and me.”

I nodded. She paused long enough to climb the short set of steps out front of the dorm where Caroline and I had stayed. She opened the front door, fixing me with a look.

“You will write down everything you told me. Including whatever you left out. There’s a big manila envelope in here.” She lifted the folder. “You have until the end of the semester to get this essay done. Double-spaced, even margins, and I expect your best effort. Then put the pages in here, seal the flap, and cover it with clear tape. Then, sign your name, half on and half off the tape. The story is for your eyes only. You could put three hundred blank pages inside, of course, but doing so would mean I’m making a mistake. Do you understand?”

I nodded again. “But, why?”

“Well, dear, I find, whenever I’ve been through Hell, I like to make a road map, so I don’t end up in the same place twice. I need your promise that you’ll write it and re-write it, as many times as it takes for you to find the way out.”

To hell with it. I threw my arms around her and squeezed. “I promise.”

She returned the squeeze. “Welcome to the class of 2016, Shelby Roberts.”

THE END...FOR NOW
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Desperate to save her grandmother from an unscrupulous loan shark, Cynda Avery agrees to Daniel De Marco's wildly inappropriate offer--control of her body for two weeks in exchange for time to talk him into selling his untended peach orchards.
Handsome Daniel isn't the redneck farmer Cynda expected. From the feminine clothes he wants her to wear to the confident way he handles every problem to the kinky way he likes to tie her up to have sex, he makes her want to please him. When she finds the key to his mother's disappearance and spends a weekend in jail, will Daniel decide Cynda's an itch he's already scratched or could he cling to her?
WARNING: This book is intended for mature audiences only. Please protect your file from minors. Contains multiple scenes of mild bondage, anal penetration, spanking, and  features a relationship based on the concept of domestic discipline. None of the characters in this story were harmed during this work of fiction.
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